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Abstract
The majority of mainline denomination churches in America have experienced decline in
membership, worship attendance, and vitality for over fifty years. As well, church
members’ lifestyles, commitments, and habits tend to be not all that unlike Americans who
do not attend church. Many church members live relatively nominal Christian lives when
compared to the nature of the Christian life and discipleship described by Jesus in the
gospels of the New Testament. This nominal understanding and adoption of the Christian
life makes church membership and involvement unnecessary or secondary to the many
other demands in modern life. Denominational officials, church pastors, and lay members
of churches, in response to the decline in church membership and involvement, have
attempted several fixes that have not reversed the overall trend. Similarly, efforts to
increase the commitment level of parishioners to live more closely the life Jesus described
for his followers have been inconsistent and results have been sporadic. The purpose of
this study was to explore the radical nature of the life of Christian discipleship, the
phenomena of conversion and transformation in adopting and developing this life, and one
church’s approach in leading persons to this life. I studied a United Methodist Church
through a one‐week visit in which I interviewed pastors, lay leaders, and a variety of
church members. I attended worship services, meetings, and other events to gain an
appreciation of the culture of the church in relationship to the nature of radical
discipleship. Using a style of research and narrative writing called portraiture, I describe
the church and several persons’ faith experiences. This narrative gives the reader a
thoughtful interpretation of the church and what I have discovered, in my interpretation,
are the key elements to the church’s ability to form radical disciples.
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Chapter I: Introduction
They devoted themselves to the apostles’ teaching and fellowship, to the breaking of
bread and the prayers. Awe came upon everyone, because many wonders and signs
were being done by the apostles. All who believed were together and had all things
in common; they would sell their possessions and goods and distribute the proceeds
to all, as any had need. Day by day, as they spent much time together in the temple,
they broke bread at home and ate their food with glad and generous hearts, praising
God and having the goodwill of all people. And day by day the Lord added to their
number those who were being saved. (Acts 2:42‐47, New Revised Standard
Version)
The first faith community following the death of Jesus formed by remaining and new
disciples as described in The Acts of the Apostles in the New Testament was close‐knit yet
embracive. Those who became part of this community were highly committed as
evidenced by surrendering individual property claims. They gave up their old life so they
could adopt a new life. They dedicated themselves to spiritual practices such as praying
and worship. Sensing the power they now carried or accessed, they were able to address
human suffering and need.
According to the biblical witness, many who joined this growing faith community
made a significant reorientation of priorities and commitments. They turned from an
obsession with their real and imagined needs to discerning what God was calling them to
do while trusting their own needs would be supplied.
This initial development of the church was so successful and appealing that it
attracted many others – day by day the Lord added to their number those who were being
saved. The description “being saved” reveals the conviction that what took place was
transforming, saving members from something. The early church was not described as the
happiest place on earth, as Disneyland describes itself. It was not distinguished by how it
helped its members cope with the myriad of problems that come up in life, as some
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psychologists on radio call‐in shows promise. It was not remembered as an effort to find
purity through isolation, as one sect within Judaism, the Essenes, apparently did
(Chadwick, 1968). It was remembered as a life‐transforming community, where people
were saved, that triggered a sense of awe by everyone.
Today the description of many church communities in the United States, if
accurately portrayed, would be very different from the description of church in Acts. I can
imagine a description of an average American church today like this:
They devoted themselves to monthly finance meetings where they would discuss
what they could do to reverse declining giving. Fear came upon everyone, because
of the many signs of weakness all over the church. Only a small fraction of the
church membership came together for weekly worship and battles frequently broke
out about who was responsible for leaving doors unlocked after meetings. When
they gathered for their monthly council meetings, they sipped on weak coffee as
they shared concerns about the church. Day by day the Lord subtracted from their
numbers those who were coming to meet others or gain direction on how to find
happiness.
The description from Acts of the first faith community and my description of a
typical American church today are likely exaggerated. In truth, conditions may not have
been as ideal in the first community nor are they quite so bleak in most churches today.
Yet, I would suggest that many churches today barely reflect the nature of the early church
described in Acts and that few churches are life‐transforming communities that trigger a
sense of awe by everyone. There are exceptions but I am not as interested in the
exceptions as the large number of churches in America, especially those that were
considered mainline Protestant denominational churches in the mid‐twentieth century,1
that are experiencing the effects of several decades of declining membership, attendance,

In this dissertation the American Baptists, Disciples of Christ, Congregationalists / United Church of Christ,
Episcopalians, Lutherans, Methodists, and Presbyterians are considered to be these mainline Protestant
denomination churches.
1
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and other common indicators of church vitality. A recent study of 35,000 adult Americans,
the U.S. Religious Landscape Survey (2008), showed that members of Protestant churches
now constitute only a slim majority (51.3%) of the overall adult population (p. 10).
Behind these indicators is a culture that over time has developed and permeated the
church that has reduced what it means to be a Christian to a nominal approximation of the
Christian life described in the gospels and other books of the New Testament. Many
members of churches today would not have any sense of what they need to be saved from
let alone be willing to let go of in order to adopt a new life in Christ.
The problem this study seeks to address is the failure of most mainline Protestant
denominational churches today to be life‐transforming communities. Compton (2003)
described a variety of reasons, some related to demographic and sociological changes in
communities, why many of these churches have only a fraction of the membership they had
in previous decades. I would suggest the greater issues are systemic factors that are a
reflection and result of the common culture of many churches today that asks little of
members, echoes national values rather than its own, and more often than not fails to
induce effective change in behaviors (Barton & Vaughan, 1976; Brennan & London, 2001;
Ellison, 1992; Hardy & Carlo, 2005). Though many members may enjoy the companionship
and support they experience from participation in their faith communities and at times
have had their thinking and life values challenged and adjusted, it would be a far stretch to
characterize the common culture within many existing churches as life‐transforming.
Mainline Protestant denominations comprised the vast majority of Christian
churches in the United States from the Colonial Era until the 1950s. By 1926, Catholics
constituted the largest single communion, but Protestants as a whole constituted the
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largest group (Noll, 1992, p. 463). Most of these denominations saw their membership
peak in the 1950s and then enter a protracted period of decline that continues today.
I would characterize the predominant mainline church today as having well‐
intentioned but ineffective patterns of religious practices and church life that are
unattractive to an increasing percentage of each successive generation. Gibbs (2000)
reported, “The average age of people who attend mainline churches is twenty years older
than the general population” (p. 21).
Involvement and membership in a church too often provides little in the way of
drawing people into the new life that Jesus proclaimed is possible for those who earnestly
seek to follow him. Too few people are saved from anything other than perhaps loneliness
and isolation and few church members sense much power to address human suffering and
need. Too many American churches no longer function the way they did in their early form
and are no longer adding people nor inspiring a sense of awe within their membership and
from those looking at the church from the outside.
Something about the nature of churches in America needs to change. Compton
(2003) poignantly stated the pivotal nature of the present time for mainline churches:
Today, the mainline stands at a fork in the road. One way, the wide path is well
worn and familiar, and may lead to the mainline’s demise. The other way, the
narrow path, is mostly uncharted. It promises to lead travelers to new adventures
as the church seeks to find its way in a 21st‐century world. (p. xiii)
Definition of Terms
I will be using a number of terms in my dissertation that can mean different things
depending upon the reader and the context. I have already used forms of two of the terms
–saved (or salvation) and transforming (or transformation)—and a third term is a
significant focus of this study and will be used frequently. It is conversion.
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The concept of being saved comes from the Bible, most notably in the New
Testament but it is consistent with Old Testament texts and theology. For instance, God is
described as having saved Israel from the hands of the Egyptians after they escaped by
crossing the Red Sea (Deut. 14:29‐30).
Salvation implies, by definition, the need to be saved from something. In Christian
understanding, every person needs to be saved from the consequences of original sin that
have separated us from God, others, and even ourselves.
The broad‐based theological term for salvation is soteriology and includes a number
of doctrines of creation, original sin, and elements of the process of salvation. The ultimate
outcome is a renewed relationship with God and a redirected life. Collins (1997) described
these changes like this: “The purpose of the Wesleyan way of salvation is to transport
believers to a larger world than they had previously imagined: to faith in God through faith,
and to their neighbors through love” (p. 16).
Americans tend to look at many things from the vantage point of what is in it for the
individual and American definitions and understandings of salvation often are centered on
its personal dimensions. Yet, as Green (2003) pointed out, the biblical notion of salvation is
much more encompassing and includes all of creation, not just ourselves. Nor is salvation
limited to humanity (p. 17).
The definition I use for salvation is a process initiated by God that leads to
conversion and a response from persons that results in transformation, ultimately of the
whole world and universe.
Conversion is a term that has been defined by Christians as the process or
experience of coming to have faith in Christ. According to Malony and Southard (1992),
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“The word conversion is primarily a Jewish, Christian, and Muslim term symbolizing a
radical change in personal beliefs and behavior” (p. 2). Conversion also has broader
definitions that suggest changes in loyalty or practices unrelated to religion. Though I
appreciate the value of a broader usage of the term for many contexts, in this study my
definition of conversion is Christ‐centered. I understand conversion to be an experience
initiated by God through which a person experiences God’s love and forgiveness and is at
least for the moment convicted of the need to align oneself with God by following Christ. It
is this experience and changed loyalty that I am referring to when I use the term
conversion.
A critical dimension of conversion is that sometimes it appears to be the result of
intention, commitment, and steady effort and other times it seems to come out of nowhere
or as a gift. Yet, Fowler (2000), who has written extensively on how faith develops over a
person’s life, said, “Human development toward wholeness is, I believe, always the product
of a certain synergy between human potentials, given in creation, and the presence and
activity of Sprit as mediated through many channels” (p. 59). This dual aspect of God‐
initiated conversion experience and the human‐response that leads to transformation will
be something I will explore in detail in the next chapter.
Transformation is a term I use to mean significant, often ongoing, changes in
external behaviors in response to the experience of conversion. It is still God‐driven or
inspired but is primarily a conscious response on the part of an individual that directs
behavior.

7
Situating Myself as Researcher
Research is never undertaken in a vacuum. Researchers bring to whatever they
study a myriad of assumptions, biases, hypotheses, and previous experiences. A goal in the
traditional scientific model of research is to seek to eliminate or at least limit these
influences. In human science research, the more common approach of researchers is to
recognize and acknowledge that these influences can never be eliminated. Rather than
attempting to ignore them, as if they were not there, effort is made to name them,
presenting them to their readers as information. Rehorick and Bentz (2008) suggested that
with practice and effort these assumptions and filters, once recognized, can largely be set
aside. The researcher can then listen and interact with subjects without processing
everything through their normal filters (p. 11).
I am a pastor who was ordained thirty years ago in a mainline denomination – The
United Methodist Church. My childhood and adolescent years were in the ‘60s and early
‘70s when the church was just beginning to lose members and vitality. The downturn in
membership and worship attendance was becoming evident but was recent enough that
the predominant perspective was that with a little attention things would soon turn around
and pick up again.
Since my ordination, I have served six churches ranging in membership from 135 to
1250. My first appointment was as an associate pastor to a church of about 600 members.
I currently serve as the senior pastor to a congregation of just over 1000 members though
only about 300 ‐ 400 members are active. I have served this church since July of 2009.
Membership and worship attendance was steady or grew slightly at my first three churches
but has declined at each of my most recent appointments. In each of these recent

8
appointments, up to my present appointment, the decline preceded me and continued after
I left.
Though the decline I experienced in my recent appointments paralleled the
experiences of most mainline Protestant churches and pastors at the time, I still struggled
with my inability to effectively lead these congregations to become faith communities that
grew in vitality and numbers. At the same time I was frustrated with the low level of
commitment to the church, religious practices, growing in maturity as a follower of Jesus,
and interest in going into the community to address human suffering and need.
In a pilot study I did for my dissertation, I interviewed a pastor of a church that by
several indicators appears to be growing in vitality and numbers. As I explored the reasons
the pastor identified as critical in the development of a life‐transforming community, he
proclaimed that if transformation was not happening in the pastor, it would not happen in
the congregation.
I do not know how strong the correlation is between the nature and depth of
conversion a pastor has gone through and the ability of congregation members to
experience conversion and transformation as this pastor declared, but studies in leadership
have consistently pointed to the importance of the integrity and character of the leader.
Leaders must first examine themselves before they examine the institutions they lead and
hope to transform. Kouzes and Posner (2002) advised, “To act with integrity, we must first
know who we are” (p 54). O'Toole (1996) made a similar declaration when he said,
“Simply put, effective change begins when leaders effectively begin to change themselves”
(p. x).
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I am aware that as I seek to understand what stands in the way of congregation
members becoming more committed to the things I have named as important and thus
their transformation, I must also seek to understand what has stood in my way of becoming
more committed. Thus in this research project I am not only interested in learning how to
better lead the church in a way that shepherds individual transformation but also how to
open and give myself over to whatever is necessary for my own transformation.
According to Gadamer (1975), we bring to every experience prejudgments or
enabling or disabling bias. We are always seeing, hearing, and interpreting based on
previous experiences. Sometimes because of our familiarity and history, we are better able
to see and hear; sometimes our history distorts our ability to see and hear. This
recognition is in contrast to the assumption inherent in the scientific method as described
by Bentz (1995). She argued that we can be objective in research and that truth is separate
from our interpretations and ourselves (p. 26). Smith and Hodkinson (2005) took the
opposite approach:
Individual researchers cannot step outside their own social and historical
standpoints. Because there is no possibility of theory‐free observation and
knowledge, the subject‐object dualism of empiricism is untenable and the claim to
objectivity is a chimera. (p. 915)
In studying religious practices, church life, and pastoral leadership I come with
thirty years experience that creates both enabling and disabling biases. The enabling
biases include the experiences I have had with different churches that enables me to have a
sense of how to size up a church, what to look for, what is important and what is not, and I
am familiar with the nature of work with paid staff as well as being dependent on
volunteers. In my research, my experience ran the risk of being a disabling bias in that I
have formed opinions and positions about church life and matters such as how much
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people can be directed and influenced. For instance, I think I already know what people
want in a worship service and from their pastor. These opinions and positions could result
in me dismissing conflicting information or expressions by someone when conducting
research.
As I conducted my research, I needed to be aware that I did not go to my research
site with fresh eyes and ears and therefore I ran the risk of predetermining what I expected
to find.
I also might have tended to look for only what I thought I was capable and willing to
do myself. For example, if I was willing to commit no more than 40 – 50 hours a week to
the church and I discovered the pastor at the church I studied worked 70 hour work‐weeks
in order to achieve what he does, I may have overlooked that and sought other reasons to
explain the church’s effectiveness. If the church oriented itself primarily to a young
constituency and intentionally and consistently makes program and facility decisions based
on serving this population, I might have presupposed that my current church would never
adopt such an orientation. I might have sought to find something more compatible with my
own sense of what both my current church and I would be capable and willing to do.
Overall, I believe my experience and role as a pastor was a valuable factor in my
research design, implementation, and interpretation.
Gap in Literature
Based on a review of research and literature I conducted for an earlier project on
Christianity and churches in terms of their effectiveness in influencing and transforming
persons and society, a preponderance of the literature is quantitative studies. While some
of these studies provide interesting correlational arguments regarding religiosity and a
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compassionate nature or interest in social justice, none of the studies I read provided
direction on how churches create a nurturing environment for transformation or how
church leaders and members experience conversion, based on their own voice. It is one
thing to say that people who regularly attend church tend to be nicer in an artificial
research condition or as concluded by an interviewer asking questions. It is another thing
to be able to report, based on the lived‐experiences of participants, what in a church’s
nature and practices seem to successfully motivate people to change and to become more
committed to following Christ and transformation.
Purpose of Study
I was interested in studying a mainline church that:
1. Reflects a theology of discipleship and Christian life consistent with biblical
descriptions and images because my sense is the predominant theology of
discipleship and Christian life in most mainline churches today reveals a
watered‐down Christianity that is only a minor approximation of biblical
descriptions and images. Contextually these theological understandings
reflect a historical individualistic American orientation as well as the
consumer‐driven mentality that has progressively shaped American thought
in the last fifty years.
2. Understands its primary mission to be to form Christian disciples for the
transformation of the world because I believe most mainline churches have
lost a strong sense of purpose and identity and consequently have become
largely focused on themselves and their survival rather than the forming,
shaping, and sending out of disciples.
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3. Has developed a thoughtful, systematic, and effective method for forming
Christian disciples because in my experience most mainline churches have
either weak or completely absent systems and methods to guide the process
of Christian formation.
The driving force for my interest in this topic is the failure of most mainline
churches to become communities where conversion is common and transformation in
response to that conversion is predominant. The mission of the local church for United
Methodists according to their Book of Discipline (United Methodist Church, 2008) is “to
make disciples of Jesus Christ for the transformation of the world” (p. v). In the last fifty
years fewer and fewer disciples have been made, reflected in the membership decline in
The United Methodist Church (“The Connectional Table,” 2010) and those who become
disciples too often practice a lukewarm faith.
MacDonald (2010), in his critique of contemporary churches when comparing the
leading theology of many large American churches to the life of Jesus who once said he had
“no place to lay his head” (Mark 10:17‐25) wrote, “But in the last three decades, America
has witnessed a radical reformulation of the Christian ideal, in which the Church and other
Christian organizations have begun repositioning the faith as a resource for satisfying
primitive desires” such as wealth and greed” (p. 8). My goal as a researcher was to design a
study that would help me understand how these problems might be mediated.
The intent of the study was to explore a church that appears to have become a faith
community where persons are experiencing conversion and are being drawn into a new
life. Some churches attract a steady flow of new visitors and members, provide a
systematic framework for personal development and transformation, and have abundant
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and effective programs to address social and justice issues in their community. My intent
was to look at a strong church to see what I might learn and glean. This is a different intent
and approach to examining an organization to see what is not working as Yukl (2006)
suggested leaders might do, “The first step is a careful diagnosis to determine what is
wrong with the patient” (p. 289). I was already familiar with much of what is wrong and
what many churches lack. I was interested in focusing on what is right and what
contributes to a church’s ability to be a place where conversion and transformation are
common and pronounced.
As a student in the field of leadership, I was interested in the role of the pastor in
developing, maintaining, and expanding dimensions of conversion and transformation. Are
churches that are more successful in fostering conversion that way because of strong
pastoral leadership or are these institutions largely lay‐driven? Are there particular
theological doctrines or orientations that seem to strongly influence the nature of the
church membership, which accounts for their higher commitment level and
transformational change, both personal and communal? Finally, I was interested in how a
pastor creates an environment for each individual who has different needs, wants, and past
experiences with God and religion, yet still considers the needs of the whole community?
I intentionally chose to study a mainline church because I serve in a mainline
denomination and I was interested in how another United Methodist Church has become
effective in forming Christian disciples. Though there are a number of non‐denominational
churches I could have studied, I wanted to study a church within my own denomination
that has successfully developed a system for forming disciples. By choosing a United

14
Methodist congregation, I was able to study a church that lives within the same parameters
of church life that I do in my ministry.
Research Question
In a phenomenological study, a research question simply forms a framework for
identifying an interest, a curiosity. In my research, I was not seeking to answer a question
definitively or to determine an answer with quantitative proof. However, I did identify a
question as a way of defining my general interest. I could study many aspects of church
life; my interest was what fosters and leads to formation as a Christian disciple.
To express my interest and intention in one sentence, I would frame my interest as
this: How do churches that are growing and show vitality create an environment that
provides fertile ground for conversion and what do they do to nurture and support these
persons’ pilgrimages of transformation?
My dissertation research interest was to study a church that seemed to have such
systems and practices in place. I wanted to interview the pastors and other key leaders in
order to understand what in the minds of these persons is most important to foster
transformation and reorientation. I was interested in what church leaders and members
have found that works and what has not worked for them. I was interested in what has
driven them to design and implement these systems. I also was interested in their personal
experiences of conversion and transformation.
Through this process I hoped to continue to clarify what is important in my own life
and spiritual journey for my sake and for the sake of the church I lead. I also sought to
catch a glimpse of how I might develop a process of supporting faith development and
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maturity at my current church so that we might become a place that creates a sense of
“awe” by those who come to know us.
I was interested in how conversion and transformation has taken place in
individuals, what the theological, psychological, and academic worlds have written about it,
and what practices in pastors and churches are effective and/or essential in leading others
in this process.
Methodology
My methodological approach is called portraiture. Portraiture, closely associated
with the work of Lawrence‐Lightfoot and Davis (1997), is a form of a qualitative case study
narrative‐based approach that attempts to learn by observing and interacting closely with
the persons involved. It is therefore a marriage of phenomenology and ethnography. It
seeks to reveal essential elements of direct experience, of both participants and researcher,
and to gather knowledge about a culture. In my case, I set out to study a church by
interviewing the pastor and several lay leaders as well as to study the church’s
administrative structure and self‐understanding.
Scope and Limitation of Study
I studied a church in Tampa, Florida named Hyde Park United Methodist Church. A
member of my Ph.D. program cohort suggested this church to me and upon examination it
appeared to be a church that had many of the qualities I described that lead to
transformation. The senior pastor has written several books that are in use in my
denomination. The church has approximately 2000 members and it is growing
numerically. There appeared to be several intentionally designed programs to lead to
transformation. The church had been identified by the annual conference to which it
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belongs as one of the leading churches in the area. Additionally, another researcher, Diana
Bass (2006), who has written a number of books on churches in America, studied the
church and included reflections about it in her book, Christianity for the Rest of Us. She
recognized the church as a vital congregation in the American church landscape.
I spent approximately one week at the church to immerse myself as much as
possible within that time in the life of the church. I conducted formal 60‐75 minute
interviews of nine individuals, met with a number of staff and church members informally,
and attended worship services, staff meetings, adult classes, and other events that took
place during my visit.
I utilized a number of open‐ended questions in my interviews to initiate
conversations and, true to the nature of portraiture and phenomenological studies,
determined additional questions and subjects of interest based upon the emerging stories
and themes that I sensed and heard during the interviews and my church visit. I recorded
these formal interviews and had them transcribed upon my return home. I took field notes
of my observations and, following my visit, used these transcripts and notes to write a
description of the church and some of its members using a portraiture framework. This
description can be found in Chapter Four.
Any planned research project has inherent risks and, even if no major problems or
surprises are encountered during the research, it may end up that the hoped‐for answers
or insights are not discernable or evident from the study. One unknown factor in my study
was how effective the church was in leading its members to transformation. Several
numerical indicators and anecdotal evidence suggested so but it could have been that when
I studied the church firsthand, I may have determined that the cause for the numerical
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indicators of successful transformative ministries was something other than the work of
the staff or the power of conversion and transformation. I might have found that the
anecdotal stories I had heard about the church were not, in fact, descriptions of common
experiences.
As I shared my dissertation plans with others, a number of interesting questions
came up. Who is to decide whether a particular individual has experienced conversion –
the study participant or me? What would I do if a participant’s story did not strike me as
actual conversion or transformation?
In response to these important questions, as indicated earlier, the priority in
phenomenological studies is to rely upon the expressed experiences of others. However,
the correlation between expressed conversion and transformation and evidence of such
transformation could have presented a significant paradox. Some experiences are so
personal and internal that no one else is in a position to evaluate them such as when a
person reports a strong inner‐sense of peace that helped him or her in a time of significant
loss. Other experiences of conversion and transformation are not as subjective and
internal such as when a person or group proclaims becoming supportive of individual
differences yet can be observed constantly challenging and arguing with others over
differences. Likewise, if someone said he or she had learned to be much less dependent on
material goods for happiness yet showed evidence of many signs of material trappings.
Therefore, even though my methodology placed a high priority on expressed experiences,
my intent was also to be attentive to indicators that declared conversions and
transformations had indeed taken place.

18
I want to note that I did take an apologetics approach in this study to defend
Christianity, belief in God, the truth of Christian claims, or the value of Christian conversion.
These phenomena are not under study. My study was about persons’ stated or implied
conversion experiences and to see how a church helped nurture and support that
transformation.
Criteria Upon Which I Hope to be Judged
A study of the nature I undertook has rather modest goals. As I stated earlier, I was
not intending to necessarily discover in my study of Hyde Park United Methodist Church
something that is generalizable to all other churches or that solves the long‐term condition
of church members being less than fully committed to the nature of discipleship as laid out
by Christ. However, I did hope to be able to offer something of value in understanding the
factors that seem to contribute to helping people evaluate their life choices, priorities,
attachments, fears, and driving forces in such a way that they make decisions and
demonstrate progress to difference choices, priorities, attachments that are more closely
aligned with the way of life described and modeled by Christ. I believe I was able to
accomplish this goal.
This project was more than a final hurdle to jump over to complete degree
requirements. It became a structure upon which to insert my own questions and personal
spiritual journey experiences to help make sense and bring clarity to them, even if I ended
up with more questions than answers. Yet, beyond my own spiritual development, my
more important hope was that this project would play a significant role in my own ongoing
conversion and transformation.
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As I designed my dissertation, my hope was that my research would be judged by
the following factors:
1. Being able to provide a thoughtful yet concise framing of the condition of
American churches and the pertinent arguments concerning what is needed
to make churches places and communities of transformation.
2. A report of my study of Hyde Park United Methodist Church that
demonstrates an insightful portrait of the church and its key players and
structures that helps or hinder in leading transformation of its members.
The report would provide a good sense of the nature of worship, small group
studies, and the culture of the church overall yet is able to couch these factors
in the context of transformation.
3. An analysis that demonstrates a sharp insight into what is critical in the
nature and functions of the church related to transformation. In addition,
what do these critical factors suggest for church leaders?
4. Finally, a report on how this study and the earlier work in my PhD program
has led to and encouraged my own transformation as a pastor and leader of a
United Methodist Church.
I believe these goals were met. The first goal regarding American churches is
addressed in Chapter Two. My report of the Hyde Park United Methodist Church can be
found in Chapter Four. The last two goals are addressed in Chapter Five and Six.
Dissertation Design
This first chapter serves as a general introduction to my research interest,
intentions, methodology, and choice of church for study.
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In Chapter Two, I review the literature on mainline church development and decline
since World War II, the nature of the Christian life, humanity, conversion, and the nature
and state of many churches. I then describe the limits of transactional recommendations to
address the decline of the church and the promise of more substantive transformational
recommendations that support the importance of conversion and transformation.
In Chapter Three, I describe the common traits, emphases, and philosophical
assumptions of phenomenological research studies, the intersections in approach and
emphases with ethnography, and then address these factors more specifically in terms of
portraiture – my chosen methodology for this study. I clarify why I believe this
methodology yields the most useful insights for my interests.
In Chapter Four, I report on my study of Hyde Park United Methodist Church and
paint a portrait in words and photographs of the church and how individual parts unite
together to form systems that lead and support transformation. Chapter Five is my
analysis and interpretation of my data. In Chapter Six, I share the implications for
leadership and change for pastors, churches, and leaders in general.
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Chapter II: Turning a Different Direction
The Nature of the Christian Life
In all the United Methodist churches in which I have been a member or served in
one capacity or another, requirements for membership were basically the same: attend a
one or two‐session orientation lasting about 90 minutes and then be ready the next Sunday
morning to come to the front of the church to be received and welcomed into membership.
In the orientation session or sessions, perspective new members are presented with a brief
sketch of basic Christian doctrines and the particular emphases of these in The United
Methodist Church, a sketch of major developments and schisms in the 2000 year history of
the church, a description of the history of the congregation they are joining, and a synopsis
of the general expectations of members. Being fearful of coming across as too demanding
or with too high of expectations of members, the listing of expectations was frequently
presented as primarily suggestive such as the matter of monetary contributions.
Painting a picture of the Christian life that is hardly different than what most people
are already doing, that asks very little but promises a great deal in return, and that can be
understood and embraced in a few brief moments is profoundly inconsistent with the
biblical and historical images of living as Christ described.
The Christian life is demanding. Consider the contrast of the presentation of the
nature of the Christian life in the churches as outlined above to that described by William
Law (2005), an Anglican priest, in the eighteenth century:
Our blessed Savior and his Apostles are wholly taken up in doctrines that relate to
common life. They call us to renounce the world and differ in every temper and way
of life from the spirit and way of the world: to renounce all its good, to fear none of
its evils, to reject its joys, and have no value for its happiness. To be as newborn
babes that are born into a new state of things, to live as pilgrims in spiritual
watching, in holy fear, and in heavenly aspiring after another life. To take up our
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daily cross, to deny ourselves, to profess the blessedness of mourning, to seek the
blessedness of poverty of spirit. To forsake the pride and vanity of riches, to take no
thought for the morrow, to live in the profoundest state of humility, to rejoice in
worldly sufferings. To reject the lust of the flesh, the lust of the eyes, and the pride
of life; to bear injustices, to forgive and bless our enemies, and to love mankind as
God loves them. To give up our whole hearts and affections to God, and strive to
enter through the straight gate into a life of eternal glory. (pp. 8‐9)
When those presenting themselves for baptism or membership in a United
Methodist Church come to the front of the church, the prescribed liturgy includes questions
to the candidates that fall more in line with William Law’s image of Christian discipleship.
The liturgy asks, “Do you renounce the spiritual forces of wickedness, reject the evil powers
of this world, and repent of your sin? Do you accept the freedom and power God gives you
to resist evil, injustice, and oppression in whatever forms they present themselves? Do you
confess Jesus Christ as your Savior, put your whole trust in his grace, and promise to serve
him as your Lord, in union with the Church which Christ has opened to people of all age,
nations, and races?” (United Methodist Church, 1992, pp. 95‐96).
These questions assume that candidates have a strong foundation in the study and
understanding of the major doctrines of the church. Additionally it assumes candidates
recognize that life is best lived in a relationship with God and in alignment with God’s will
and is qualitatively different than one in opposition or indifferent to God. In addition, it
assumes they are willing to follow and serve Christ and understand all these things are to
be done in alliance with the greater Christian community—the church. These are major
proclamations and commitments, perhaps greater than any other commitment we make in
our lives including marriage. It is commonly accepted that entering into a marriage
covenant is a major commitment and even the best of marriages involve hard work. The
covenant with God expressed by the questions and answers in the liturgy requires the
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highest level of commitment and willingness to give oneself without reserve. The Christian
life is demanding as portrayed in the Bible and as experienced by countless Christians.
The Christian life requires a radical reorientation. The ease at which many
ministers and congregations welcome and assimilate new members into their
congregations may stem, in part, from the assumption that our culture is essentially
Christian and therefore most persons need only a simple orientation when they unite with
a church. Benedict (1996), in addressing the casual approach many churches have in
working with those who have expressed an interest in baptism and church membership,
contrasted this to the pattern of preparation for baptism in the early centuries of the
church that sometimes lasted as long as three years “because congregations understood
that major transformations were necessary in the lives of inquirers” (p. 17).
When Jesus called his first followers, the twelve disciples and later others, the
biblical accounts characterize an expectation of radical change. Their new life would be
very different from the life they had known before Jesus called to them, “Come and follow
me.” No simple orientation session of 90 minutes would prepare them for the journey they
were about to begin. Several of the disciples are reported as having left everything to
follow Jesus (Matt. 4:18‐22, Mark 1:16‐20, Luke 5:1‐11, John 1:35‐42). When some
potential followers said they would like to follow Jesus but first they had to take care of
other important business, including for one potential follower burying his father, Jesus told
them, “No one who puts a hand to the plow and looks back is fit for the Kingdom of God
(Luke 9:62). Peter, one of Jesus’ disciples, once reacted to Jesus’ suggestion that it would be
hard for those who had wealth to enter the Kingdom of God. Peter pointed out to Jesus that
he and the other disciples had left everything. Jesus replied that everyone who had left
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“house or brothers or sisters or mother or father or children or fields” for his sake would
receive a hundredfold in the current age and eternal life in the age to come (Mark 10:29‐
30).
In the biblical accounts of the gospel writers, those who committed to being Jesus’
disciples were asked and expected not only to leave their old life behind but also to begin to
see the world and life through completely new lens. Now neighbors were not only those
people with whom they shared common values but included those who seemingly held
different value systems like Samaritans (Luke 10:29‐37). If someone violated them in some
fashion, instead of seeking retaliation they were to seek reconciliation and turn the other
check as well (Matt. 5:39, Luke 6:29). Rather than worrying about their lives, where their
next meal would come from, or what they would wear, Jesus advised them “strive first for
the kingdom of God and his righteousness, and all these things will be given to you as well”
(Matt. 6:33).
What is asked and expected of those who commit to being Jesus’ disciples today?
From a biblical standpoint, what is asked and expected is the same as Jesus expressed to
those who came before him. He summarized the nature of the Christian life to a scribe who
came near and asked, “Which commandment is the first of all?” (Mark 12:28). Jesus
answered, “The first is, ‘Here, O Israel: the Lord our God, the Lord is one; you shall love the
Lord your God with all your heart, and with all your soul, and with all your mind, and with
all your strength.’ The second is this, ‘You shall love your neighbor as yourself.’ There is no
other commandment greater than these” (Mark 12:29‐31). Loving God with all your heart,
soul, mind, and strength seems clear: let love guide everything you do and say. That is the
Christian life. That is discipleship.
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The Christian life calls for sacrifice and suffering. As simple as Jesus’ description
of discipleship is, the breadth and extent of its meaning for our lives and the demands of
loving implied by all our heart, soul, mind, and strength is formidable. One towering figure
in living the Christian life is Dietrich Bonhoeffer, a German seminary professor who was
imprisoned and ultimately executed by the Nazis for his resistance to Hitler. Bonhoeffer
believed that the Christian life requires a willingness to sacrifice one’s own interests and
needs. For some this might mean life itself, as it eventually did for him. He believed that
only by being willing to suffer could we ever find true joy, or grace as he commonly defined
it (Bonhoeffer, 1995, p. 88). He believed the power of the Christian life is in the willingness
to suffer, to “take up [our] cross and follow [him],” as Christ declared necessary for anyone
who wished to follow him (Mark 8:34). He went as far as to proclaim suffering as the badge
of true discipleship (p. 91).
Some sixty years after the death of Bonhoeffer, Augsburger (2006), writing in a time
when the idea of sacrifice and suffering for any reason is less common for Americans than
it was for people all around the world during and following World War II, argued that the
scripture‐based path of discipleship is one characterized by attachment to the Jesus of the
Gospels. He described this attachment as an “actual encounter with the Jesus of the Gospels
and engagement with his utterly radical claims on us and on creation” (p. 50). Augsburger
uses the term dissident disciple to describe the nature of discipleship. He characterized this
as doing what Jesus would have us do in our daily life, as if Jesus were next to us giving us
counsel. This sounds familiar to what many teenagers in the church were doing a few years
ago when they wore a bracelet with the letters “WWJD,” an acronym for “What Would Jesus
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Do?” The idea is similar yet Augsburger intended the idea of doing what Jesus would do to
be taken to radical levels such as resolute nonviolence (p. 138).
Augsburger (2006) argued that discipleship must be embodied in a community as
that community attempts to become a part of the Kingdom of God that Jesus seeks to
develop. This community is known by a Greek term in the Bible, koinonia, the “loving
fellowship of co‐disciples” as Augsburger calls it (p. 67). Life in this community is different
from life outside the community. Members agree to imitate Jesus as he faced challenges
and situations and therefore to be as loving and obedient to God as Jesus was in his life.
They are to imitate Christ. One manner of describing what imitation of Christ means at its
heart is “imitation of Christ‐like love” (p. 51).
The Christian life is communal. John Wesley, the eighteenth‐century founder of
Methodism in England and in the colonies before the Revolutionary War, struggled for
years trying to be obedient and faithful to God only to find that he could not do it alone.
Commenting on Wesley’s realization of the importance of community, Snyder (1991) noted
that Wesley “discovered in his quest for Christian perfection that if he were really to be
holy he must search for holiness not in isolation but in the company of others” (p. 55).
Americans have long prided themselves on their ability to live independently.
Bellah (1996) highlighted the individualistic nature of Americans and their hesitancy and
resistance to commit to organizations and communal expectations. A study on self‐image
by The Barna Research Group (2007) found than Americans almost unanimously (95%)
view themselves as independent thinkers (para. 2). This individualistic attitude has had a
strong influence on Americans’ understanding of what it means to be a Christian and to
follow Jesus. Putnam (2000) observed, “More people are ‘surfing’ from congregation to
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congregation more frequently, so that while they may still be ‘religious,’ they are less
committed to a particular community of believers” (p. 74). The practice of Christianity
from this orientation is very privatized and indifferent to communal needs and norms.
When persons understand their faith to be primarily for the benefit of themselves,
the value of their faith is measured in such things as bettering oneself, experiencing
support during difficult times, and developing friendships. While these benefits are not in
opposition to the communal nature of the Kingdom of God, they are inconsistent with the
understanding and adoption of Christian discipleship that calls for radical reorientation of
one’s values, ethics, and ideals. Jesus’ call to disciples to follow him was not for making
their lives merrier or to increase their social contacts. It was to experience what life was
like in the Kingdom of God.
The Christian life seeks the reign of God and the kingdom of God. Ecclesiology
has to do with the nature and purpose of the church. Volumes have been written on this
subject and the church serves a variety of purposes so the two or three pages in this
dissertation dedicated to this important question will only be able to touch on a few
considerations. However, clarity on the nature and purpose of the church is essential if
Christians seeking to follow Jesus come to the church to get guidance and strength for their
life as his disciple.
In my experience as a pastor, clergy and laity commonly confuse the functions of the
church with its purpose. From this functional perspective, the purposes of the church are
thought of as worshiping, educating members in Christian doctrines and practices, finding
Christian companionship, and working to address human needs and alleviating suffering.
Worshipping and Christian education, building relationships, and serving others are all
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important functions of the church but they are not the purpose. The purpose of the church,
based on what Jesus taught, is to form disciples who will faithfully follow him and, in so
doing, help create the reign of God and be responsive to God when God ushers in the
kingdom of God. The reign of God, often called the kingdom of God in the gospels, is both a
present and future reality as it was in the time of Jesus’ life. According to the gospel writer
Mark, early in Jesus’ ministry he proclaimed, “The time is fulfilled, and the kingdom of God
has come near; repent, and believe in the good news” (Mark 1:15).
Contemporaries of Jesus were familiar with kingdoms. They lived under Roman
occupation, a powerful kingdom, and they were required to acknowledge the king of Rome
as their king. The Old Testament is replete with stories of different kingdoms and kings,
good and bad. Jesus introduced for some persons and developed for others the idea of a
“kingdom of God” where God was the king and everyone in the world was in the kingdom.
This kingdom would have no physical boundaries. It would have no national boundaries. It
would have no religious boundaries in terms of needing to adhere to a particular orthodox
tradition. It would be made up of Jews and Greeks, slave and free, make and female; all
now one in Christ Jesus (Gal. 3:28).
Snyder (1991) noted that the kingdom of God is not the same as the institutional
church. Though the church is the one institution charged with building the church, the
Kingdom of God is not the same as the church. For many years after Augustine, the
predominant belief was that the church was the kingdom, however imperfect it might be.
However, the biblical kingdom of God is not imperfect. It is not as good as we can get. The
biblical image of the kingdom of God is a perfect kingdom.
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Küng (1976) argued that there is a distinction between the kingdom of God, which
will only come about by an eschatological act of God and the reign of God, which can be
developed by faithful adherence to laws and was often preached about by rabbis of Jesus’
time (p. 76).
Jesus invited his followers to follow him and to become part of the reign of God by
serving.
What would life in that reign look like? Most of the teachings and parables of Jesus
painted a picture of this reign and sometimes Jesus described it in detail such as in the
Sermon on the Mount in Matthew 5: blessed are those who mourn, blessed are those who
hunger and thirst for righteousness, blessed are the pure in heart, blessed are the
peacemakers (selections from Matt. 5:4‐9).
However, to think of the reign of God as primarily a political reality, where everyone
is following laws and living kindly is to confuse it with the kingdom of God, which only God
can bring about. Küng (1976) reasoned, “Jesus proclamation of the “reign of God” does not
involve a demand for men to follow a new, improved moral code. It demands rather a
radical decision for God. The choice is clear: either God and his reign or the world and its
reign” (p. 81).
No doubt as persons make a radical decision for God, it will eventually mean many
changes to our political world. Our society is going to need to be torn apart in many places
and built again, this time with God as the chief architect. Snyder (2004) in addressing what
is often identified as the most common tension in church mission, evangelicalism and social
activism, reasoned, “Evangelicalism coupled with social conscience is good. A fully biblical
theology, however, moves beyond social conscience to kingdom conscience” (p. 22).
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McLaren (2006), a pastor who has been part of a movement in the last decade
referred to as the emergent church movement, while seemingly agreeing with the concept I
have described about the kingdom of God, expresses reservations about the term because
Americans in the twenty‐first century are not accustomed to kingdoms and following a
king. He says kingdom language evokes “patriarchy, chauvinism, domination, and regime
without freedom—the opposite of the liberating, barrier‐breaking, domination‐shattering,
reconciling movement the kingdom of God was intended to be!” (p. 14). He struggles to
link the words and story of Jesus with our contemporary context. As a way of doing so, he
suggests a replacement, at least in our thinking, of a phrase of the Lord’s Prayer. He
suggests that “Your kingdom come, your will be done on earth as it is in heaven” could be
rendered, “May all your dreams for your creation come true” (p. 16).
Kingdom language is awkward for many persons today but the concept of a new life,
a new world, a new allegiance where all commit to loving God with everything they have
and their neighbors as themselves is an image worth maintaining. The development of the
reign to the extent painted by Jesus will necessitate a change in individuals, a change in
communities, a change in our nations, a change around the world. It will require all of us to
build a Christian life by being willing to serve others. This life will be demanding, require a
radical reorientation, call for sacrifice and suffering, ask a commitment to see our
individual lives in relationship to our communities, and will require strong clarity of vision
and purpose. Yet, even with all our effort, it will not be enough to usher in the kingdom of
God. Only God can do that. Humans, on their own, will always fall short, as we shall see in
the next section.

31
The Nature of Humanity
My arguments about the nature of the Christian life and discipleship, the need for
radical reorientation and the importance of being willing to sacrifice and suffer only make
sense if there is something wrong with the way things are. Otherwise, why work so hard at
becoming something we are not naturally? Why reorient ourselves if the way we are
works fine? Why sacrifice and suffer if they can be avoided and no one is worse off for it?
The Christian life, Christian discipleship, and the image of the reign and Kingdom of
God are all predicated on the belief that something is wrong with the way things are, that
there is fundamentally something broken about all human beings. Christian theology
acknowledges and celebrates that we were made in the image of God (Gen. 1:26, 5:1).
Nevertheless, something in our nature became corrupted and instead of living in harmony
with God, long ago humans became eager to be independent and severed or distorted their
relationship with God. We no longer looked to God for guidance and sustenance, thinking
that we were capable of finding our own way and of providing for our needs. The concept
of Original Sin and the story of Adam and Eve in Genesis is a story imagining how this
major breakdown of relationship with God might have taken place (Gen. 2:4 – 3:24).
As far back as stories are known about human life, this broken relationship with God
has been evident. Instead of living in intimacy with God and in peace with one another, we
have lived for ourselves and chosen various forms of dishonesty, coercion, and sometimes
brutality to achieve what we want, get what we want, and protect what we have. The
evolutionary concept of survival of the fittest may explain how some species have
dominated others and thus maintained prominence but in human history the capacity of
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the powerful to cause harm has resulted in extreme and chronic suffering, divisions, wars,
and violence.
In our eagerness for independence and self‐sufficiency, we have become fearful and
assumed, consciously and unconsciously, a general orientation of self‐centeredness that
widens the gulf between God, others, and us. As an example of self‐centeredness run
amuck, according to a recent article in the New York Times (Kingson, 2010), homeowners
in several New York communities have had “showcase aquariums” installed that run as
much as several hundred thousand dollars and monthly maintenance fees often exceed
$1,000. The most expensive tank one builder built for a homeowner cost $750,000. While
people are sleeping in parks in New York City and dying from various forms of neglect,
these homeowners apparently see nothing wrong with spending hundreds of thousands of
dollars on aquariums.
While the level of excess in this example may be extreme, the Christian perspective
is that in nearly every society a high percentage of people live in excessive abundance, are
indifferent to the plight and suffering of others, and have mixed‐up priorities. The use and
misuse of money and the pattern in which money distorts and corrupts our relationships
with God and others is frequently mentioned in scripture but is just one problem that leads
us astray. A basic theological Christian premise is that unless we free ourselves from
attachments to material comforts and security and reorient ourselves to the ways Jesus
taught and the will of God, we are building lives with foundations of sand rather than rock
(Matt. 7:24‐25).
Our society, our communities and states and nations, our organizations and political
systems, our educational institutions, our military‐industrial dependency and expenditures
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reflect the individual brokenness of their members and constituents. In the Los Angeles
area in recent months, the excesses in a city of about 40,000 residents, Bell, have resulted
in nearly daily headlines as repeated violations of public trust and general ethics has been
revealed. A city manager received close to $1.5 million in compensation in the last year, the
second highest property tax rate in the county may have been illegally imposed, and loans
were made to various city employees using public funds approved only by the city
manager, who loaned himself $160,000 (Gottlieb, Yoshino, Vives, & Winton, 2010).
Attempting to improve our communities by addressing only their institutions is a
fundamentally flawed idea, in Christian thought, because unless the basic nature of
individuals within institutions is also addressed, the institutions will invariably reflect the
self‐centered attitudes, fears, and orientations of the people within them.
What is needed, if our society is to move toward becoming part of the reign of God,
is for individuals to become different persons, new persons, “a new creation” (2 Cor. 5:17).
In Christian thinking, the old self needs to die so that a new self can be born, freed from sin
(Rom. 6:6). What is needed is conversion; people changing their addictive self‐centered
actions and becoming committed to being led by God so that the lives of those converted
become lives built on rock.
Before turning to discussing the nature of conversion, I want to mention a
theological emphasis of John Wesley, founder of Methodism, which may be important to
note as we consider if and how much people can change. Wesley lived in an era in which
the predominant theology of Protestant churches was that our sinful nature is so
permeating that humans can never rid themselves of its addictive powers and destructive
nature. While acknowledging the strength of our sinful nature, Wesley believed the power
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Christ and God provide us is stronger than all the powers of evil and that we are capable of
living fully as God intended, what he calls “perfect love” (Manskar, 2004, p. 9). This is
reflected in scripture such as in Matthew 5:48: “Be perfect, therefore as your heavenly
Father is perfect.” Wesley defined Christian perfection as “nothing more, or less, than
growing up in love and becoming a whole, complete human being made in the image of God
as revealed in Jesus Christ” (p. 10). Wesley’s position was often misinterpreted as
suggesting that people could easily become perfect and, on face value, this seems
ridiculous. Wesley knew from first hand experience how difficult it was to reach Christian
perfection and acknowledged that no one may have ever reached it. Yet, he believed
theologically there is nothing to prevent us from doing so. He thought it was only a natural
conclusion from scripture that by turning ourselves over to God, by the grace of God and
with focused dedication, we have the capability of loving God and neighbor with all our
heart, soul, mind, and strength. For Wesley, giving anything less was to be what he called
“half a Christian” that for him was unacceptable (p. 11). You are either fully Christian or
not a Christian. In his mind, there was no middle ground.
The General Nature of Conversion
The phenomenon of conversion is not a recent development, as I have earlier
demonstrated by references to biblical accounts and stories. Nor is conversion unique to
Christianity. Examination of all major and regional religions commonly reveals elements of
conversion to that particular practice of faith as well as movement from nominal adherence
to more committed and comprehensive practices.
Conversion as a specific topic of academic study is relatively new. Often James
(1902, 2008) is identified as the first academic to study the nature of conversion in his
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seminal work, The Varieties of Religious Experience: A Study in Human Nature. However,
James built upon the earlier studies and data of Starbuck (1901). In 1893 while at Harvard,
Starbuck circulated two questionnaires, one on sudden conversion and the other on
gradual growth toward religious commitment. Starbuck’s central conclusion from these
surveys was that conversion is an adolescent phenomenon that is a natural developmental
in the transition from childhood into a life of maturity and personal insight (p. 262).
James (2008) takes painstaking effort to distinguish what is unique about mindsets
and behaviors influenced or caused by religious experiences from those determined
through a person’s self‐determination or self‐will. Though outward stances assumed may
be the same, those derived from religious experiences that have led to a conversion of a
person’s natural tendencies, lead to a level of passion and “happy state of mind” that is
qualitatively different:
There is a state of mind, known to religious men, but to no others, in which the will
to assert ourselves and hold our own has been displaced by a willingness to close
our mouths and be as nothing in the floods and waterspouts of God. In this state of
mind, what we most dreaded has become the habitation of our safety, and the hour
of our moral death has turned into our spiritual birthday. The time for tension in
our soul is over and that of happy relaxation, of calm deep breathing, of an eternal
present, with no discordant future to be anxious about, has arrived. Fear is not held
in abeyance as it is by mere morality, it is positively expunged and washed away.
(p. 42)
The primary shortcoming of James’ (2008) analyses and conclusions is that he limits
conversion and transformation to a stage of growth normally reached in adolescent years.
He seems to suggest that adults do not have religious experiences, at least not like
adolescents, that fundamentally alter their orientation.
Malony and Southard (1992) trace the continued development of academic interest
in the psychology of conversion following the publication of James’ seminal work. Malony
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pointed out that these early works (Hall, 1917; De Sanctis & Augur, 1927) came in the era
when Sigmund Freud (1928) published his “brutal analysis on religion entitled The Future
of an Illusion” (p. 1).
Another primary academic associated with the study of conversion is Rambo
(1993). Interestingly in terms of what I have expressed earlier in my research for this
dissertation, Rambo expressed in his preface his belief that “all scholarship is ultimately a
projection of one’s own personal predicaments (p. xii). Rambo was raised in the Church of
Christ that he described as having the goal of “restoring New Testament Christianity”
(p. xii). His church background undoubtedly influenced his definition and understanding of
conversion.
Rambo (1993) explained how his interest in the phenomenon of religious
conversion took shape after researching the topic in psychological literature and
concluding that psychology could not answer all his questions about conversion. He turned
to the fields of sociology, cultural anthropology, and missiology and though finding they
contributed to understanding the complex nature of religious conversion, he believed
important gaps remained. This led to a decade or more of his own study of conversion that
included conversations with hundreds of persons about conversion, readings, trips to
foreign countries, and interaction with other scholars on the subject. He believes that for
conversion to be fully understood in all its richness and complexity, “the disciplines of
anthropology, sociology, psychology, and religious studies must all be taken into account”
(p. 7).
As I stated in my introduction, conversion can mean many things. Rambo (1993)
named several dimensions of conversion he encountered and accepted: a simple change
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from the absence of a faith system to a faith commitment, from religious affiliation with one
faith system to another or from one orientation to another within a single faith system, and
a change of one’s orientation to life (p. 2). He recognized the Judeo‐Christian equation of
conversion with turning or returning but contended that “the precise meaning of the
turning or returning is contextually determined” (p. 3). Rambo came to see that evaluating
someone’s claims of religious experiences and conversion is “methodologically difficult”
(p. 11). He argued, “How can we understand, predict, and control that which is generally
invisible to the outsider, mysterious and sacred to the insider, and more often than not
subject to debate within the tradition itself” (p. 11).
Evaluating claims of conversion. A critical issue in studying the phenomenon of
conversion is determining if and how it has taken place. Should the validity of a claimed
conversion be based on the reports and expressions of an individual or instead on
observable changes in behavior? Each option carries risk of deception or exaggeration.
One can claim a significant change of values and beliefs yet the proclamation may not be
the case, as therapists often discover when working with clients. A person may think he or
she has changed yet his or her actions reveal otherwise. Likewise, a person may exhibit
significant changes in behavior that suggest a conversion experience, or seem to confirm a
professed conversion experience, when in reality there are other factors that are the
motivation for the changed behavior. This phenomenon surfaces when attempting to
evaluate good behavior and conversion stories of prisoners who are about to face parole
hearings. Are their conversion stories authentic and their good behavior based on changed
internal values and faith in God or only as a ruse to be released?
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I think it is advisable to consider both verbal reports and empirical observations
when evaluating claims of conversion. Ultimately, researchers need to decide which is
most indicative of an authentic conversion experience. Henri Gooren (as cited in Bremmer,
van Bekkum, & Molendijk, 2005), a postdoctoral researcher in studies on conversions in
different cultures, sides on the value of expressions:
The indicators to show that an actual conversion has taken place—the most
promising indicator of conversion is related to changes in convert’s speech and
reasoning. Converts supposedly engage in ‘biographical reconstruction’:
reconstructing their past life in accordance with the new universe of discourse and
its attendant grammar and vocabulary of motives. (p. 28)
Not all researches agree with Gooren’s position. Zock (as cited in Bremmer et al.,
2005) argues:
It would be naïve to think that conversion stories are the accounts of what ‘really
happened’ to an individual – what he or she really felt, experienced, thought, saw, or
heard. Rather the stories reflect the cultural models of conversion prevalent in a
particular time, group, or subgroup. (p. 41)
Cultural features of conversion. Zock’s (as cited in Bremmer et al., 2005)
argument is based on an important element in studies on conversion that is asking the
question, “How much are people’s expressed experiences influenced by the cultural
expectations of conversion of when and where they live?” Zock’s hesitancy to accept
conversion stories at face value is not based on the premise that people will typically lie to
make themselves look good but from a sociological and anthropological perspective that
sees conversion as a social as well as individual phenomenon. Americans, perhaps like
many other persons around the world, have a tendency to think that their experiences are
and will be the same as everyone else, regardless of settings and cultures. Yet,
anthropological studies in conversion suggest that one’s cultural expectations and norms
play a significant role in what is thought of as personal experiences.
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Buckster and Glazier (2003) observed, “Conversion is usually an individual process,
involving a change of worldview and affiliation by a single person, but it occurs within a
context of institutional procedures and social relationships” (p. xi). They described the
conversion experience of a 28 year‐old Denmark woman to Judaism. She considered
herself non‐religious yet she had a church background and was confirmed in a church.
They outlined the intense difficulty she had in being accepted as a Jew even though she felt
she had personally accepted the tenants and practices of Judaism (p. 74). While not
denying the sincerity of her expressions and her adoption of Jewish practices in her home,
as a wife, and during religious holidays, nevertheless her conversion was not accepted by
her extended family and her religious community. Too many cultural issues could not be
bridged by the Orthodox Jews in her family and neighborhood for her to be accepted.
As I stated earlier, Americans tend to have an individualistic view of life in general
and this is evident in thinking about the nature of conversion. It is often assumed
conversion, at least Christian conversion, is an experience between an individual and God,
though perhaps initiated or supported by someone. Yet, Kipp (as cited in Buckser &
Glazier, 2003) convincingly insisted that anthropologists in a variety of settings have seen
that “religious conversion sometimes has more to do with strategies of social or ethnic
affiliation than with frankly confessional notions of interior spirituality” (p. 39).
E. Stanley Jones, a Christian missionary to India who was successful as a revival
preacher in getting thousands of people to come forward to “give themselves to Christ,” in
later life began to suspect that many if not most of these “conversion experiences” were
driven by emotions and the influence and pressure from other converts (Graham, 2005).
He concluded that conversions to a new religion might frequently be driven by a mob
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mentality. He switched directions and began discouraging baptisms at revival events
believing something as important as baptism needed to be anchored in a local church and
community. Hiebert (as cited in Malony & Southard, 1992) pointed out that conversion in
Hinduism and Buddhism is nearly always communal as well as personal in nature and
implication (p. 9).
Developmental theories and precipitating factors of conversion. Any thorough
discussion of conversion needs to include consideration of development theories beginning
with cognitive development as described by Jean Piaget; human development as framed by
Erik Erikson, David Levinson and Carol Gilligan; psychological development as
characterized by Robert Kegan; moral reasoning development as conceived by Lawrence
Kohlberg; and Stages of Faith as defined by James Fowler. All of these development
theorists divide the human lifecycle into ages or phases and describe the characteristics
that are common within each.
Erikson (1993) is considered by many to be the father of developmental theory. He
named eight stages of development or eight “ages of man” from childhood through
adulthood. In many ways, he was reacting to and building upon the suggestions of Sigmund
Freud of the sexual nature of many developmental issues. His book was widely read and
translated into several different languages (p. 9). Kegan (1982), building upon the work of
Erikson, developed a comparable set of stages to describe the growth and changes in
persons in making decisions as they mature. He focused on persons’ abilities and
capacities to give meaning to their experiences (p. 2), things that are important in my
proposed study.
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The other developmental theorists built similar lists of stages but each with his own
focus: e.g. psychological, moral reasoning, and faith. Without going into detail of the
various phases suggested as a way of thinking about what issues, limitations, and ability to
make judgments and commitments people face as they move through developmental
stages, in general it can be concluded that in the early stages of life, the common focus is on
meeting our own needs and securing the things we want rather than more communal
interests and considerations.
Many churches ask middle school‐aged children to attend confirmation classes with
the hope and intention that at the end of this process that may last from a few weeks to a
year, the participants will be ready to make a firm statement of faith and commitment to
God. In other words, the hope is that confirmation will be a conversion process. If Erikson
is correct, young adolescence is a horrible time to encourage conversion, as adolescents are
struggling with identity and role confusion (Erikson, 1993, p. 261) and they are prone to
make premature over‐commitments of fidelity in this stage of life (p. 262). Fowler (2000)
believes this is a period best devoted to a “search for values and a sustaining world view”
(p. 17).
Fowler (1981) defined faith as “the most fundamental category in the human quest
for relation to transcendence” (p. 14). He chose terms to describe stages of faith and drew
connections between his stages and those of Erikson, Paiget, and Kohlberg. Based on
extensive interviews he and several colleagues conducted over a period of about ten years,
he proposed a six‐stage theory (that also includes a pre‐stage level): intuitive‐projective,
mythic‐literal, synthetic‐conventional, individuative‐reflective, conjunctive, and
universalizing. Like other developmental theorists, he recognized that not many people
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reach the latter stages. This is especially true of the last stage, universalizing (Fowler,
2000, p. 58). Also like most developmental theorists, he does not think these are
necessarily hierarchal or that the later stages are qualitatively better than earlier stages.
Fowler’s (1981) developmental stages have been tested and used by many others as
a means of classifying where a person is in faith development. An awareness of Fowler’s
and other developmental theories may be helpful in religious education work within a local
church, especially in designing curriculum for adolescents. However, Fowler’s work has
limitations for contributing to answering my research interest in how to help people
become more faithful, radical followers of Jesus Christ. Fowler’s work is useful in
classifying persons but has less value in providing directions for faith development. A
parallel might be an expert coming in to evaluate a high school baseball team. He or she
might bring a report with an analysis of all the players and what their strengths and
abilities seem to be and what they have not mastered. The coach might say, “That’s great
but I knew most of that. What I’m looking for is help in knowing how to help them become
first‐rate baseball players.” I am not as interested in identifying and evaluating levels of
faith maturity as helping lead persons through them.
What leads to conversion? Rambo (1993) asserted that some form of crisis
usually precedes conversion (p. 44). This can range from a personal crisis such as marital
difficulty or the death of a spouse to things less startling like a sermon that triggers a sense
of guilt or a desire to make profound changes in one’s life. The crisis may also be cultural
or community based such as following a natural disaster or an event like the destruction of
the World Trade Centers in 2001. In my experience, the role of crisis in bringing persons to
church has been overstated in literature. In addition, when persons begin attending
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because of a crisis, they frequently do not continue to seek the changes and the assistance
and community of the church when the crisis has passed. Rambo commented, “Stress,
tension, or crisis alone is not enough to explain conversion, although a catalyst of some sort
is often an initiator of the conversion process” (p. 48).
A second major time persons seek conversion is when they are searching for greater
meaning in their life. Conn (1986) argued that the desire for self‐transcendence that he
defines as seeking the “fulfillment of the fundamental desire for truth, value, and love” is a
powerful force leading persons to seek something more foundational in their lives (p. 23).
Frankl (2006), who was imprisoned in a concentration camp from 1942 – 1945, shares
Conn’s perspective. Frankl wrote:
Man’s search for meaning is the primary motivation in his life and not a ‘secondary
rationalization’ of instinctual drives. This meaning must be unique and specific in
that it must and can be fulfilled by him alone; only then does it achieve a significance
which will satisfy his own will to meaning. (p. 99)
Augustine (as cited in Augustine & Chadwick, 2008), writing at the very end of the
fourth century, wrote about his conversion whereby his life‐quest changed from sexual
fulfillment to Christian faith. His moment of conversion came when he was struggling with
the direction of his life and heard a child saying, “Pick up and read, pick up and read”
(p. 153). He picked up the book he had been reading and his eyes fell upon a passage from
Romans: “Not in riots and drunken parties, not in eroticism and indecencies, not in strife
and rivalry but put on the Lord Jesus Christ and make no provision for the flesh in its lusts”
(Rom. 13:13‐14).
With Augustine as well as with others, it may be that a search for meaning, a quest,
leads to an experience or perception of a crisis. So at times, it may be difficult to determine
if a person is led to conversion due to a crisis or a more prolonged search for meaning. In
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alignment with being most interested in the meaning persons give to their experiences,
how they narrate their story is important. It also may be that the story will change over
time. What may have seemed like a response to a crisis may in retrospect be seen as
instead a piece of a longer story of a quest for meaning.
Conversion as a gift rather than accomplishment. After reading about the nature
of conversion and the idea that within each of us is a special instinct to move closer to God,
it would be natural to assume all that is left is for each of us to become single‐focused and
set our hearts and minds toward God. If only we would commit ourselves and put
everything we have into connecting with God, to following Christ, to being led by the Spirit,
then we can become strong Christians, turn away from sin and death, and find our way to
communion with God and life. There is certainly an element of truth to this. From our own
experiences and in reading stories of others, many would agree that there is an element of
self‐will, of deciding to let go of an old life to adopt a new life. Conversion and
transformation is not something that is done for us while we sleep. We have to decide, we
have to take steps, we have to “fight the good fight, finish the course, and keep the faith”
(2 Tim. 4:7, New American Standard Bible).
In an early autobiography, C. S. Lewis (1995) lifts up a dimension of conversion that
is in contrast to the idea that conversion is something you can achieve by working hard at
it. For many years, Lewis was what today we would call an agnostic but, in retrospect, he
came to see God working in his life, gradually breaking his defenses down. Lewis shared
several experiences and moments of decision that could be considered part of his
conversion but one in particular stands out in that it had nothing to do with some act or
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thought of Lewis. He told of being driven to a zoo one morning and described his
experience as this:
When we set out I did not believe that Jesus Christ is the Son of God, and when we
reached the zoo, I did. Yet I had not exactly spent the journey in thought. Nor in
great emotion. “Emotionalism” is perhaps the last word we can apply to some of the
most important events. It was more like when a man, after long sleep, still lying
motionless in bed, becomes aware that he is now awake. (p. 229)
Paul, the writer of several New Testament letters, repeatedly spoke of faith as a gift
that leads to conversion or as he commonly put it, salvation. In his letter to the Ephesians
he wrote, “For by grace you have been saved through faith, and this is not your own doing;
it is the gift of God—not the result of works, so that no one may boast” (Eph. 2:8‐9).
Gaventa (1986), in summarizing the stories of conversion in the New Testament, claimed,
“As is the case with much else in Luke‐Acts, conversion is a gift from God. God directly
initiates all of the individual conversions that take place” (p. 125).
The idea that faith, conversion, or salvation is a gift as opposed to something we
develop or earn by obedience is a tension within Christian doctrine that is present in
discussions about the pathway of salvation that includes Christian conversion, which I will
address in the next section. In my research and analysis, I did not intend to attempt to
resolve this tension, that is, if it could be resolved. However, in hearing narratives of
conversion, it was valuable to keep this tension in mind. There are times when persons
experience a significant change in their lives—a conversion and transformation—and
cannot explain why or how. However, they may be acutely aware that their conversion did
not result from an effort on their part.
Sudden and gradual conversion. As I prepared to enter seminary and met with
boards responsible for evaluating my promise and gifts for the ministry, I was frequently
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asked to give my call story. Whenever this happened I felt like a fraud because, unlike
many other people who shared their call story, I did not have a dramatic conversion story
such as an experience of hearing a voice from heaven telling me to go into ministry. When I
heard others tell about sitting at a campfire and feeling the presence of God calling them to
the ministry, their stories sounded so impressive. My story seemed merely an account of
my simple life and deciding that perhaps my skills could best be used in the church. In
retrospect, I now believe God was quite active at work in my life, quietly encouraging me,
nudging me places, and opening and shutting doors all over the place to lead me into
church ministry. In terms of a conversion story, I do not have a story; I have multiple
stories.
Smith (2010) shared part of a conversation with a Pakistani theologian who said
that he was aware of many Muslim converts to Christianity who have two conversion
narratives—“one that is an honest reflection of their experience and another that describes
a singular, puncitiliar event, which they tell to satisfy the expectations of foreign
missionaries!” (p. 6).
In Methodism, a frequently‐told story is suggested to describe Wesley’s conversion.
In 1738 he went to a church service, “somewhat unwillingly” as his journal indicates
(Wesley & Wesley, 1989). After hearing a reading from a preface to the book of Romans, he
reported that he found his heart strangely‐warmed. Abraham (2003) argued that to
consider this as Wesley’s sole conversion experience is far too simplistic. The rest of
Wesley’s journals that chronicle his life and thoughts after that night reveal a long‐term
struggle with faith and beliefs and multiple points that could be interpreted as conversion
moments as well (Abraham, 2003, p. 22).
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Conversion for some comes suddenly and decisively. For others it is a long, gradual
process. To expect or insist that conversion look a certain way or take place a certain way
will mislead us and others and in research would cause us to miss important phenomena.
Understanding Conversion within the Context of Salvation
As a United Methodist, my church has a developed theology about conversion and
transformation that fits alongside and at points in contrast to other denominations’
understanding of conversion. Conversion is one element of the broader phenomenon of
salvation. We are saved from the life described in my earlier section on the nature of
humanity and saved for a life of following Christ whereby we can experience lasting joy,
even as our life includes suffering.
The following outline describes the understanding of salvation from a Methodist
perspective:
•

Unlike Calvinists who believe that God has chosen only some persons for
salvation, a concept known as predestination, Methodists follow the thinking
of Jacob Arminius (1560‐1609) that God seeks out every person and that
“while we are all sinners, estranged from God, we can still hear the whispers
of God’s spirit” (Haynes, 2010, p. 23).

•

John Wesley, the founder of Methodism, developed a concept of “via salutis”
or “way of salvation.”

•

The first action in the “way of salvation” is what Wesley called an “awaking of
the soul.” In this awakening, a person becomes aware, due to the “whisper”
of the Holy Spirit, that they are lost, separated from God, and will always be
so until they turn to God and, through God’s prevenient grace, be reunited
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with God. This is based on the fundamental Christian position that humanity
is fallen and stands in definite need of both forgiveness and healing (Maddox,
1994, p. 94). A key element of this first action is that it is God‐initiated.
•

The second part, as important as the first, is a response to this awakening by
the individual. As much as humanity is totally dependent on God’s freely
offered grace, we are responsible for putting that grace to work in the
transformation of our lives. Persons can and obviously do resist the grace of
God, the awakening the Holy Spirit is attempting.

•

Repentance by the individual is the third action. Repentance is not a passive
feeling of sorrow but is a turning around and going the other way.
Repentance involves change—in behavior, attitude, and habits of
dependency and dysfunctional relationships (Haynes, 2010, p. 54.)

•

Theologically at this point, another important act of grace is offered referred
to as justification. Justification is the act of forgiveness by God and enables
atonement whereby God and the individual are reconciled. There are several
theories of how this atonement is made possible, most notably one first
popularized by St. Anselm often referred to as the “divine satisfaction
approach.” In any case, the point is that the individual’s known and unknown
sins are forgiven and his or her relationship with God is restored as another
act of grace by God and without penalty to the individual.

•

Faith follows repentance and justification. Faith is trusting in God in a deep
and personal way. It is not a mere assent to creeds or a vague agreement
that there must be a God. “To be meaningful, this moment must be deeply
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personal. I call it a God‐moment: the deep reached by the Deep” (Haynes,
2010, p. 55).
•

The final action in salvation is called by various names: sanctification,
perfecting grace, and transformation. It is when the individual, in continuing
response to God’s grace and direction, is remade so that he or she has the
mind which was in Christ. This new person is challenged to respond wholly
to the will of God, as he or she understands it, with the result that sin looses
both its grip and appeal (Haynes, 2010, p. 65).

•

Finally, it is important to note that salvation as understood by Methodists is
not synonymous with going to heaven, as often misunderstood. Wesley
wrote in his sermon, “The Scriptural Way of Salvation,” [Salvation] is not a
blessing which lies on the other side of death . . . it is a present thing . . . [it]
might be extended to the entire work of God, from the first dawning of grace
in the soul till it is consummated in glory” (Maddox, 1994, p. 143).

Using this framework for my understanding of conversion and transformation, and
as I stated earlier, I will consider conversion to be an experience, initiated by God, in which
a person is led to desire to change something about him or herself. Transformation,
theologically synonymous with sanctification, is the changes that result from the
conversion experience.
The Nature of Churches in America
The church has a 2000‐year history and has had a variety of forms and shapes over
those centuries. Initially the church was a counter‐culture community and followers of
Jesus met in homes and other places in secret so they would not be discovered. Barger
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(2005) asserted that from the beginning the church understood itself to be a “contrast
society” (p. 7). Those who were committed to following Jesus were expected to live with
different priorities, claims, and intentions. When Constantine become emperor of the
Roman Empire in the early fourth century, after a conversion experience he removed
penalties for professing Christianity and established himself as a great patron of the church
(Dowley, 1995). The distinction between the church and the rest of society became blurred
and has in many times and places continued to be so since, especially in America.
Hauerwas and Willimon (1989), in a book challenging the accommodation American
churches have made over the years to societal norms, ethics, and objectives, wrote their
diagnosis of the American church:
We believe both the conservative and liberal church, to so‐called private and public
church, are basically accomodationist (that is Constantinian) in their social ethics.
Both assume wrongly that the American church’s primary social task is to
underwrite American democracy. (p. 32)
Today the church is plagued by several problems, though many of them are not new.
One is Christian nominalism. Gibbs (1994) wrote about the complex issues behind
nominalism:
Spiritual atrophy may be occasioned by inconsistencies in the church and the
pressures of society a swell as through the individual’s spiritual life. Factors present
in the church, world, and the individual are likely to interact in complex ways which
make the nominality syndrome particularly difficult to isolate and treat. (p. 70)
Another problem in the church that has developed in recent years is the sense that
the church exists primarily to meet the wants and needs of visitors and church members.
“A large percentage of church members are consumers, not producers” asserted (Beckham,
1995, p. 44). Prospective members come to church and inquire about programs available
for their children, summer camps for their teenagers, and a family life center where
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everyone in their family can come on Wednesday nights. If the preaching of the pastor isn’t
particularly inspiring, if the music program isn’t of the quality that is being sought, if the
facilities have become tired and haven’t been kept up, then many persons will move on to
seek a church that can provide what they are looking for.
The church today faces tremendous competition for people’s time and commitment
so faith or church involvement is seen as just one option. “You see, our parents had never
worried about whether we would grow up Christian. The church was the only show in
town,” commented Mead (1991, p. 23).
Gibbs (2000) argued that churches need to stop being driven by a “market
mentality” where they try to offer what people want or say they are looking for and instead
focus on what they need to do to shape the lives of believers. He suggested a good question
for churches to ask is, “What percentage [of church members] is moving from a passive,
consumer‐oriented mentality to one of sacrificial and fruitful Christian service?” (p. 42).
Some analysts of church life in America question whether the church as we have
known it will survive. Galindo (2004) acknowledged that the institutional congregational
expression of the church might not survive at some point in the distant future but that
groups of believers will carry on the work of the church (p. 75).
I do not think the institutional church will fade away but clearly some significant
changes are necessary if the church is going to be a meaningful witness to the world. The
size of a church is not the critical factor in determining its effectiveness nor is the number
of programs for members. Hauerwas and Willimon (1989) hit the nail right on the head
when they said, “[The] church knows that it’s most credible form of witness (and the most
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‘effective’ thing it can do for the world) is the creation of a living, breathing, visible faith
community” (p. 47).
Bass (2006), who did a study of the church I intend to study for this dissertation, in
her study of old churches that have maintained their vitality or found a path toward
revitalization, dismisses arguments that old traditional churches no longer have value for
Americans. While recognizing the growing interest in new forms of personal spirituality,
she pointed toward studies that show Americans want to combine their concern with more
traditional forms of religion (p. 44).
The State of the Mainline Churches
Few members of churches today have to be convinced that churches in the U.S. are
struggling. While there are exceptions to the general decline experienced in most
denominations and churches, overall since the late 50s and early 60s churches have lost
membership, the average age of members has advanced significantly beyond the average
age in the population of their community, and many churches have shifted to survival mode
following a long period of growth and stability. Mann (1999) showed the changes in the
combined membership in five mainline U.S. Protestant groups – Presbyterian (U.S.A.),
Episcopal, United Church of Christ, United Methodist, and Evangelical Lutheran (ELCA) at
the same time that the population of the United States grew from approximately 150
million to 260 million (U.S. Census Bureau):

53
27.0
26.0

26.5

25.0

25.1

25.6

24.0
23.0

23.6

22.0

22.5

21.0
20.7

20.0
19.0
18.0

22.0
21.0
20.4

19.2
1950 1955 1960 1965 1970 1975 1980 1985 1990 1995

Number of members (in millions). Reprinted from Can Our Church Live:
Redeveloping Congregations in Decline by Alice Mann, with permission from the
Alban Institute. Copyright © 1999 by The Alban Institute, Inc. Herndon, VA. All
rights reserved. (Mann, 1999, p. 15)
Figure 2.1 Combined Membership in Five Mainline Denominations
Decline in church membership, attendance, and participation over the last sixty
years parallels a general decline of interest in organized religion. According to Gallup polls
(Gallup & Castelli, 1989), the proportion of Americans who say religion is “very important”
in their lives dropped from 75 percent in 1952 to about 55 percent in the late 1970s and
1980s (p. 3). At the end of World War II, as servicemen returned and began families, a
surge in interest in the church occurred and the 50s were a decade of new church starts,
building extensions, expanding of church staffs. While a common perception is that the 50s
were a time in which Americans felt good about themselves and the world following the
ending of WWII, for many the reason for their interest in the church may have been based
on insecurity about the future. In a 1954 survey, 30 percent named the chief reason they
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thought so much church building was occurring as “fear, unrest, and uncertainty about the
future” (Gallup & Castelli, 1989, p. 9).
Regardless of the internal motivations driving many people to church, some
sociologists have noted that the 50s marked a decade of a strong civil‐religion orientation.
Going to church was seen as good for America and as an American thing to do. Yet, though
many people attended worship services and Sunday school classes, this does not mean that
these same persons were becoming deeply imbedded in the church or in following Jesus.
Gallup and Castelli (1989) reported that “fewer than half the respondents in a 1950 survey
could give the names of any of the first four books of the New Testament” (p. 8).
The period of impressive growth and expansion did not last long. By the late 60s,
membership growth in most churches had not only stopped but had begun to decline. For
example, in a 2010 State of the Church Report regarding The United Methodist Church in
the U.S. (“The Connectional Table,” 2010) the analysis of membership changes showed that
professing membership declined every year since the church was formed from three
predecessor denominations in 1968 (p. 7).
The decade of the 60s was one in which distrust in institutions in general was
becoming pervasive in the American population. The Viet Nam War was intensifying and
dragging on, contributing to a distrust of government. Civil rights movements were
intensifying, especially after the assassination of Martin Luther King, Jr. in 1967. A common
belief among young people was that no one over 30 should be trusted. As a counterculture
ethos among many promoted a withdrawal from culture, the 60s marked the beginning of a
secularization of American life with an emphasis on materialism rather than spiritual
values (Gallup & Castelli, 1989, p. 10). Both counterculture and secularization influences

55
contributed to a declining interest in the church. Church membership decline over the
years has tended to reflect not mass exodus of members who have left the church because
of any one thing but a slow, continual loss of members who drift away and the lack of
persons seeking initial membership in the church. The United Methodist Church has seen
about a 1% annual loss in membership for several decades (“The Connectional Table,”
2010). The decline that began in the 60s has continued to the present time and has even
accelerated in some churches in the last few years (p. 7).
At least on the surface, Americans have a high interest in religion. In a report called
The U.S. Religious Landscape Survey by the Pew Forum on Religion and Public Life (2008),
researchers in their summary contended that “the U.S. population remains highly religious
in its beliefs and practices, and religion continues to play a prominent role in American
public life” (p. 7). The same study revealed, however, that Americans religious interest was
diverse and fluid with a high number of Americans reporting changing their religious
affiliations many times:
The Landscape Survey details the great diversity of religious affiliation in the U.S. at
the beginning of the 21st century. The adult population can be usefully grouped into
more than a dozen major religious traditions that, in turn, can be divided into
hundreds of distinct religious groups. Overall, nearly eight‐in‐ten (78.4%) adults
report belonging to various forms of Christianity, about 5% belongs to other faiths
and almost one‐in‐six (16.1%) are not affiliated with any particular religion. (p.10)
The U.S. Religious Landscape Survey (2008) also revealed that not only has the
percentage of persons who indicate they are Protestant declined over the years, from
traditionally between 65 ‐80%, but the makeup of Protestants today has become very
diverse. The answers to this survey are comparable to similar surveys taken over the last
several decades. Though exact definitions of terms have varied in different instruments,
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some basic questions are similar enough to be able to evaluate changes over the years.
According to this last report by Pew:
Protestantism in the U.S. is not homogeneous; rather, it is divided into three distinct
traditions – evangelical Protestant churches (26.3% of the overall adult population
and roughly one‐half of all Protestants); mainline Protestant churches (18.1% of the
adult population and more than one‐third of all Protestants); and historically black
Protestant churches (6.9% of the overall adult population and slightly less than one‐
seventh of all Protestants). Protestantism is also comprised of numerous
denominational families (e.g., Baptist, Methodist and Pentecostal) that fit into one or
more of the traditions. (p. 10)
In the 50s and 60s, the majority of Protestants were in one of the mainline
congregations. Now the majority of Protestants are in one of the evangelical Protestant
churches.
Many other statistical charts and reports could be reported to assist in quantifying
the changes that have taken place since 1950 in Protestant churches and could provide
additional detail about changes in demographics in the churches by age, race, economic
status, and marital status. However many reports one looks at, and I have looked at many,
they only quantify what has been obvious for years for pastors and members of
congregations: that the church has been in decline for many decades and all the suggested
“fixes” that have been tried have not been able to reverse the decline in the majority of
churches.
At the same time, some churches have bucked the trend and have grown or at least
been able to remain vital places of spiritual growth and conversion. What are the causes
that result in these churches not following the general trend of decline and loss of vitality?
That leads many pastors and congregations to try various programs put forth over the last
thirty years to help churches. In the next section, I will review a range of suggested
programs and what in leadership analysis are called transactional efforts to create change.
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Transactional Recommendations
The term transactional is commonly associated with Heifetz (1994) and is
suggestive of actions and steps that organizations and leaders take to address problems
with the hope for quick and decisive results. We all use transactional approaches in daily
life and in work situations. When a light will not go on, we check the light bulb and, if it is
burnt out, replace it. If that does not solve the problem, we may check the circuit breaker
to see if it has been tripped. If the breaker was tripped, we might reset it and see if the light
now goes on. Sometimes that is enough to fix our problem. Perhaps the circuit was tripped
by a temporary surge in power caused by a storm.
Many problems and needs in life can be fixed or addressed using transactional
approaches. But sometimes more thoughtful, long‐term, systemic considerations need to
be used and Heifetz calls these transformative steps. In my example of a tripped circuit
breaker, if too many appliances are plugged into one circuit and are overloading the
capacity of the wiring, simply resetting the breaker will not fix the problem. As soon as too
much of a load is created again, the breaker will re‐trip. There is a systemic problem. If in
attempting to fix the breaker that keeps tripping you simply move one appliance to another
wall or another room, you may fix the first problem but now create a new problem on
another circuit.
In addressing the wide‐range of issues that churches face in attracting visitors;
creating an inviting and meaningful worship experience; providing for the needs of
children, youth, and families; offering pastoral care, adult education, fellowship groups; and
encouraging participation in community service projects, a plethora of ideas have been put
forth by denominational offices, seminary professors, and active clergy and laity. These
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ideas are often the result of someone who has experienced or believe he or she has
experienced positive results due to a change or the creation or adoption of a new program
or technique.
Rendle (1998) referred to the transactional process as looking at situations with a
linear lens in what is commonly thought of as problem solving. The flow in a linear lens
approach is (1) problem identification, (2) brainstorming alternative solutions, (3)
choosing one of the alternative solutions, and (4) implementation (p. 80). This approach is
used in churches repeatedly. Are there too few young people in the church? Provide a
coffeehouse on Friday night. Is attendance down in morning worship? Move the service
time earlier or later to better accommodate people’s weekend schedules.
One of the earliest prolific contributors of suggestions to church pastors and leaders
in the 80s was Lyle Schaller. Schaller’s titles reveal the transactional problem/solving
nature of his suggestions: Middle‐Sized Church: Problems and Prescriptions (1985),
Getting Things Done: Concepts and Skills for Leaders (1986), 44 Ways to Expand the
Financial Base of Your Congregation (1987), 44 Ways to Increase Church Attendance
(1987). In these books, he provided very practical help for clergy and church leaders.
The assumption or hope that if churches focused on their problems or weak areas
and improved their effectiveness in those areas it would lead to new members, increased
giving, and a greater number of members participating in church ministries did not stop
with Lyle Schaller. In the 90s, a popular program in churches in Southern California was
called Natural Church Development. Schwarz (1996) used the language “creating a healthy
church” and emphasized that the goal for congregations was not numerical growth but
church health. Yet in his promotional materials, the claim that the suggested process works
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was supported primarily by quantitative measurements about numeric growth. For
example, in churches that had done three or more of the surveys over time—a process of
surveying members of the congregation on various aspects of the church’s ministry—the
church’s growth rate increased by 51% between the first and third survey (p. 19).
More recently, books focusing on the decline of the mainline churches and what can
be done about it have offered different suggestions. Bandy (2001), while acknowledging in
his opening page the importance of personal transformation by the pastor in order to lead
the congregation into corporate transformation (p. 19), went on to suggest a myriad of
changes that need to be made to rid the church of its addictions so it can be open to less
traditional styles of worship and service. Steinke (2006) built his suggestions around the
need for the pastor to be a strong leader who can provide a non‐anxious presence and
remember self‐management skills such as “taking stands with courage” and “staying on
course” (p. 44). Shawchuck and Heuser (1993), in a 300‐page book with practical guidance
for pastors, highlighted such things as “study the masters [read lots of books]” (p. 89) and
not forgetting “to fly the plane [steer and manage the congregation]” (p. 205).
The books I have referenced as well as many others written to encourage and guide
pastors in the last 20 years were not written in absence of thought about the need for
systemic, long‐term changes in both persons and the institution of the church. Frequently
the difficult roles of pastors today is mentioned as well as the difficulty of leading change in
congregations that have been doing many things the same way for decades. Authors such
as Roxburgh (2005) offer the advice that change is going to take time and point to changes
reported in biblical texts that took generations. They suggest that theologically American
churches are in the wilderness right now and that this is a necessary phase. They point to
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how the Hebrews, who had escaped from slavery in Egypt, spent forty or more years in the
wilderness. But after offering that pastors and church leaders should take time to pray
about their ministries and that congregations should take steps to discern from God what
direction they should be moving, the nagging tendency is still to give transactional level
advice such as how to structure the nominating process for governing boards (Bass, 2007,
p. 47).
In my quest to determine as a pastor how to become more systematically effective
in assisting others in the conversion process to more faithful levels of discipleship, I would
not suggest discarding these books. They have their place and value. Sometimes a list of
44 things to do to design a good worship service is just what I need. Yet, I am just as surely
convinced that leading and encouraging transactional‐level changes in the church will not
get the church to where I think it needs to be to become a place and community that not
only calls people to conversion and helps them move through that process, but is able to do
so repeatedly because of fundamental changes in the willingness and ability of the pastor
and church leaders to fully embrace the Christian life and become unconditional followers
of Jesus Christ.
Transformational Recommendations
“Hope is born when we are willing to die for the right things,” offers James Harnish
(2004), the senior pastor of Hyde Park United Methodist Church, the church I studied for
this dissertation (p. 11). Harnish believes that the hope for the transformation of the world
is the local church and just as conversion for individuals occurs when they are willing to let
the things in their lives that really do not serve them die, so local churches, if they are to
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flourish and be what they were intended to be, need to let things in their structures and
calendars die that no longer serve them.
Transformation recommendations for local churches, meaning recommendations
that require fundamental searching for the soul of the congregation and determining how
to get that soul nourished, fed and healthy, focus on understanding the church’s purpose,
mission, and calling. Of a far different nature than transactional recommendations that
have one running to the church nursery to see if it is clean for visitors who might come
with babies, transformational recommendations tend to look at core matters, both as an
institution and of the members who join.
Wesley repeatedly emphasized the value of having Methodists in small groups or
what were known as class meetings. Class meetings met for an hour and usually included a
prayer, singing, exposition on a topic, and testimonies from class members (Scott, 2008,
p. 4). The strength of Methodism is frequently traced back to these class meetings. A
modern version of these meetings called Covenant Discipleship by Watson (1991) has been
a mainstay of many churches since publication of a small group guide. The process the
group goes through is similar but the terminology is more up‐to‐date. The specific intent is
to help form participants as disciples of Christ. Watson wrote, “The whole point about
discipleship is that we need not worry about what Christ might ask us to do. The question
rather to be asked is, “What does Christ want us to do right now?” (p. 12).
Transformational work tends to step back from the day‐to‐day operations, from
concern with what is wrong – declining membership, inadequate funding, deferred
maintenance, disagreement about direction – and focuses on the process of substantive
personal and communal transformation. Worship, prayer, and study of scripture become
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primary though they must be approached with renewed vigor and hope. Transformational
work can take a long time. Sellon, Smith, and Grossman (2002) recommend a series of
steps using the framework of Kotter (1996) who devised steps based on his work with
businesses. Both Sellon, et al. and Kotter project that deep and lasting change won’t be
accomplished in less than seven years (Sellon et al., 1996, p. xiv).
It may be that in the final analysis, transformational work does not lead to grand
new ideas, programs, or tremendous numerical growth. Bush (2007) contended, “Not only
is everything that human beings plan and do mist; everything human beings plan and do
has already been done before” (p. 35). The goal of transformational work is to find our
souls, to find what God would have us be about. Lovelace (1979), commenting on Jonathan
Edward’s understanding of revival declared:
Revival, in his understanding, is not a special season of extraordinary religious
excitement, as in many forms of later American revivalism. Rather it is an
outpouring of the Holy Spirit that restores the people of God to normal spiritual life
after a period of corporate declension. (p. 40)
Summary
In Hesse and Rosner’s (2003) wonderful novel, The Journey to the East, the
protagonist, H.H., started out on a journey to find the ultimate truth. He joined with others
on an expedition and all seemed to go well, except that they became annoyed with each
other along the way and things that are important to them kept disappearing. The journey
seemed to end in failure and H.H. returned home. But eventually, years later, he discovered
that it was the journey that was important, not the destination; the things that disappeared
were not really important at all; and that he played a significant role in the journey ending
as it did. He also discovered that a servant, Leo, who had helped carry luggage for the
travelers on their journey, was the one person who knew what was important. The book
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ends with H.H. having a conversion experience. He saw himself for who he really was and it
was not a very pretty sight. Through Leo, he had a sense of who he could become.
Life in many American churches right now is not a pretty sight. People are
discouraged. People wonder where everybody went and why the good times of the past
have seemingly disappeared. Church members blame their pastors for the decline of their
congregations and pastors wonder why so many church members are so nominally
committed. Some strong churches of the past have had to close their doors because they
were no longer financially viable. Many people are simply staying home, grumbling about
what the church should be doing.
All the while some pastors and some congregants and some churches have
discovered that what they thought was important is not so important after all. Some things
need to be left behind, let go. In the quiet of worship and small group interchange and
prayers characterized more by listening than talking, they are discovering what is
important.
If the testimony of scriptures and several figures in church history along with the
work of scholars and researchers who have dedicated significant portions of their life to
understanding the nature of conversion (often as part of their own spiritual quests and
journeys) is valid, then the way forward for the Christian church is to become communities
that effectively and systematically guide people to faith, conversion, and transformation so
they form dissident disciples.
There is a continuing need for those who can help pastors and congregations
improve their various ministries. There is a need for transactional ideas and
recommendations. The church could do many things better. Yet, my interest is in what I
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think is most fundamental: making disciples, which begins by helping people turn from one
way of life to one completely obedient to the way of Christ. There is not one way to do this.
It is not necessarily a matter of having the right number of class sessions for new members.
Beyond what can be gained from hearing the narratives of persons’ conversions, I have
been interested in discovering what is most instrumental in a church structure, personality,
worship design, small groups, and self‐understanding that leads to conversion and
transformation of its members and constituents. What is the most useful method to make
these discoveries is the subject I turn to next.
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Chapter III: Methodology
My intent in studying Hyde Park United Methodist Church was to learn something of
the culture and nature of the church, its leaders and members, and its programs that help
lead and direct persons to become radical followers of Jesus and in so doing to find their
lives transformed. I was interested in hearing how leaders and members express their
experiences and formative moments, their experience of conversion, their struggles and
setbacks along the way, and how they perceive their church to have helped them.
My primary research interest was to gain an appreciation for what persons
perceived as important in shaping their Christian identity, transformation, and vocation.
Though I planned to attend worship services, midweek classes, and other church events
during my period of study, the principal value of doing so was to become familiar with
several primary activities of the church. My opinion of the worship service or small group
offerings was secondary. For my study I was seeking to understand the meanings persons
gave to these experiences and events.
When designing a study, researchers need to determine which approach will be
most helpful in answering their questions, or in the case of a study like mine, providing the
most useful information. If I was interested in studying the effectiveness of a curriculum on
conversion, I might choose a quantitative approach to measure the change in persons who
use the curriculum. If I was interested in studying what forms of worship seem to be most
effective in stimulating and nurturing persons desire to make changes in their lives, I might
attend services in a number of different churches and design a correlational study to see if I
could determine if a style of service or some aspect of worship services was effective in this
regard.
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Based upon my experiences within my own ministry and in decades of attending
workshops and conferences offering ideas on how to create better worship services or how
to design a small group ministry, I have come to the point that I think the factors
contributing to significant transformative change in a person or culture are complex,
multifaceted, and diverse. My research methodology, a phenomenological approach called
portraiture, seemed exceptionally well suited for my interests and for my assumptions
about what is important and what can be obtained in a study about an experience as
complex as conversion and transformation.
Phenomenology
Phenomenology began as a philosophy in the late 19th century and Edmund Husserl
is considered the father of phenomenological thought. Denzin and Lincoln (2005) reported
that Husserl put forth that human consciousness constructs as much as it perceives in the
world (p. 485). Therefore, when studying something like conversion, we need to consider
not just the subject or the events being studied but what is constructed by individuals and
sometimes entire communities about these things. A phenomenological assumption for
human science research is that studies that involve people need to include what persons
think and say about their experiences. This requires reflection and analysis by both
researcher and participants.
Building upon Husserl’s philosophical framework, in human science research a
distinction is recognized between events or experiences and the perception,
understanding, and meaning persons give to them. Phenomenological research seeks to
uncover, name, and reflect upon these constructions believing that this process can lead to
a much deeper understandings of phenomena than a mere analytical, detached observation
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of events. Philosophically, phenomenology also holds that reality is not best understood as
objective, static, and limited to empirical evidence. Rehorick and Bentz (2008), describing
phenomenology, offered “it directs us to the fullness of experience rather than a remote or
pro forma accumulation of facts” (p. 3). Reality may best be understood when it includes
what people construct about their lives and the world we live in.
The general purpose of phenomenological research is to increase understanding.
Phenomenology has an inductive orientation meaning that it directs itself to understanding
something specific with the hope that an insight might be gained that may be applicable to
other situations. The intent is not to be able to generalize, for example to prove that if
something is a particular way in one situation that it will be this way in all other situations.
Yet, by understanding one person’s experience or one organization’s experience, we may
better understand many others and even our own selves and situations.
My research objective at Hyde Park was to see how much I could capture in
interviews, conversations, and observations about what is strongly valued in the complex
process of becoming a Christian disciple. I was aware I might discover there were a
relatively small number of factors repeatedly named or identified. I might discover a
myriad of factors were named. I might discover that when you search deeply, authentic
conversion and transformation experiences are a mystery and no causal factor can be
identified with clarity. Any of these results were possible yet could be valuable to know.
Perhaps I would discover the leading factor behind conversion and transformation is much
more the free‐flowing spirit of God than something a pastor or congregation can do or
design.
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The focus in phenomenology is on the specific and unique. The idea that by looking
closely at one person or situation we can gain insights on a broader level, even while not
generalizing for everyone, is not unique to phenomenological research. Lawrence‐
Lightfoot and Davis (1997) noted, “A persistent irony—recognized and celebrated by
novelists, poets, and playwrights—is that as one gets closer to the unique characteristics of
a person or place, one discovers the universal” (p. 14).
Phenomenology joins other human sciences in being driven by a desire not only to
understand but also to somehow generate improvement. Van Manen (1990) contended,
“One does not pursue research for the sake of research. It is presumed that one comes to
the human sciences with a prior interest of, for example, a teacher, a nurse, or a
psychologist” (p. 1). Sometimes just the process of asking questions and reflecting with a
person, a common activity in phenomenological studies, can lead to insights or suggest
direction that could make a difference. Other times the process and report may bring the
greatest insights to readers and other practitioners who can gain from the descriptions and
vision painted by the researcher. My hope was that my research process would be
experienced as helpful to those I interviewed and with whom I interacted.
One fundamental aspect of phenomenological research of various types is that it
places a high value on the experiences and insights of practitioners in fields of practice for
enhancing their practice. Its intent is to be practical. Polkinghorne (1988), in explaining
his commitment to encourage the design of research so that it brings researcher and
practitioner together, said it stemmed from hearing from too many of his students about
the discontinuity between their clinical internship experiences and the research sequence
of their degree program, including their dissertation (p. ix). In a later work directed
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toward care giving practitioners, Polkinghorne (2004) stressed even further the
importance of allowing and encouraging practitioners to use their own experience and
judgment while treating, in his examples, patients and clients. My research intent was to
help both the church I studied and churches I pastor address the particular contextual
needs by using collective experience and judgment of the practitioners. It is the reason that
in portraiture the voice or lived‐experiences of participants are so important.
Phenomenological research and writing also seeks to inspire. Lawrence‐Lightfoot
and Davis (1997), addressing the approach of traditional scientific inquiry that often is
written and read by academics, point out that often such research is intended to inform
whereas phenomenological research is intended to inspire (p. 10). Phenomenological
research and writing should be appealing and interesting to read. Readers should want to
keep reading and should finish having something of value to take away with them – not so
much informational as stirring.
Phenomenological research is not simply a reporting of something that happened
and what people said about it. A news reporter or journalist could do this though even this
process is more complex than we typically think. Phenomenological researchers seek to
help persons reflect on their experiences, to think through events and situations and
expressed opinions to see what assumptions might lie underneath them, perhaps even
unconscious assumptions. Van Manen (1990) points out that phenomenological reflection
is not introspective but retrospective. He wrote, “A person cannot reflect on lived‐
experiences while living through the experience. For example, if one tries to reflect on
one’s anger while being angry, one finds the anger has already changed or dissipated”
(p. 10). Phenomenological researchers place considerable effort and energy in interviews
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and interactions with participants of a study to ask engaging questions that call for
reflection and then these same researchers must commit to additional reflection when
analyzing transcripts and other records from their field study.
Phenomenological studies generally use interviews and extensive observation
sessions. Of the two, interviews or direct engagement with participants is the most
important. While observation is important for researchers to become familiar with their
subjects and the organizations being studied and to have some first‐hand knowledge of
how they function, observation alone is inadequate for the primary interest of
phenomenology – to understand the experiences of others. The best questions are not
those that seek information such as might be found in a document.
Phenomenological research often brings with it surprises in the process of the study
and researchers should expect this. If the researcher can accurately predict everything that
he or she will discover, then the design or process has failed to stimulate imagination and
exploration beyond the obvious. Marcus stated, “There is not only a tolerance for, but even
an expectation of, a shift in plans in fieldwork. This has the standing of a trope in
ethnographic writing, a story of “correction” as I call it: the anthropologist starts out with
the idea of researching one thing, but good, promising fieldwork often leads to something
completely different, unexpected, and more interesting” (Faubion & Marcus, 2009, p. 22).
Ethnographic Inquiry
My research interests in studying Hyde Park United Methodist Church were also
closely aligned with ethnography, the studying of a culture. Bentz (1995) noted the form of
ethnographic research and writing “is located on the continuum that extends from pure
description to the use of such descriptions for theoretical models and explanations of
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features of organizational, cultural, and social life” (p. 117). Ethnography, which grew out
of anthropology, recognizing earlier forms of anthropological study of cultures that were
elitist and pejorative, has undergone significant reform in recent years. It is much more
alert and sensitive to tending to the voice and dignity of cultures, institutions, and persons
being studied. Faubion and Marcus (2009) professed “there has been no shortage of talk of
‘the ethics of fieldwork’ in the past several decades” (p. 145). The phenomenological
portraiture approach of my research emphasizes the “voice” of participants and though in
my description and interpretation I could have included a critique, it would have been
important that it be done so respectfully. Geertz (1973) lifted up the need to be sensitive
not to state as a fact an “interpretive one in search of meaning” (p. 5).
The importance of approaching my research as an ethnography study is in the
reminder and clarification that I was not just seeking to understand a person in this study,
e.g., the senior pastor, nor did I intend to study the church as if it was a chance assembly of
individuals such as persons standing in line at a bank. I studied an institution that was part
of several cultures and had formed a culture of its own. It was part of Christendom, part of
the United Methodist Church, of churches in Florida, of institutions in Tampa, in a
particular neighborhood. As well, the church had its own culture that has developed over
time and is always in transition but that is a force and influence of itself. In my study, I
studied persons, the visible and tangible artifacts of the church such as its buildings, and its
organizational structure. I also studied its culture as a phenomenon in itself.
Portraiture
Portraiture is a method of inquiry as well as writing style with a phenomenological
orientation. It has crossovers with other research approaches such as ethnography. It
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might fall under the classification of a case study. It is related to narrative inquiry and
makes strong use of hermeneutics.
In lay terms, portraiture attempts to examine a person, an organization, or a
situation and see it as a painter might. Portraiture is as much an art as it is a science, as
Lawrence‐Lightfoot and Davis’ (1997) book title suggest. It is very much an interactive
process between researcher and subject and very dependent on conversation or
interchange between the two.
Lawrence‐Lightfoot and Davis (1997) described it this way:
Portraitists seek to record and interpret the perspectives and experiences of the
people they are studying, documenting their voices and their visions—their
authority, knowledge, and wisdom. The drawing of the portrait is placed in social
and cultural context and shaped through dialogue between the portraitist and the
subject, each one negotiating the discourse and shaping the evolving image. (p. xv)
As described earlier for phenomenology in general, in portraiture the researcher is
very present and a part of the story. The story is generally told in first‐person through the
voice of the researcher. The reader travels with the researcher to the site, sits with her
during interviews, walks around with her. She is giving you her perspective, her angle on
the story, sometimes sharing hunches or observations that suggest perspectives or realities
but are not intended to be definitive.
The researcher in portraiture has a particular intention in the study and reflection;
this is part of what distinguishes it from journalism and novels. This intention is related to
the particular interest of the researcher. Portraiture is not like current reality shows in
which cameras follow a family around their house and record everything that happens.
The portraitist is looking for something in the process, something specific. One final point
about intention, the intention is not to go and evaluate something or someone and then
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write up a report. The intention with portraiture is, as Lawrence‐Lightfoot and Davis
(1997) put it: “[to capture]—from an outsider’s purview—an insider’s understanding of
the scene” (p. 25).
Bentz and Shapiro (1998) described the difference between reporting people’s
experiences and phenomenological research like portraiture:
The term phenomenological research is sometimes used loosely as equivalent to
naturalistic research, or any research that pays attention to people’s experience. In
a strict sense, this is an error. Whereas “naturalistic” research attempts to capture
the way in which people in natural settings experience and describe their lives and
meanings that are part of them, phenomenology aims to get beneath the ways in
which people conventionally describe their experience to the structures that
underlie them, which may be quite different from everyday consciousness. (p. 97)
Portraiture relies heavily on narrative to tell the story discovered in the research.
There are not tables or charts within a portraitist’s writings. Information can be included
but is told in the context of telling the story. For example, in the report of a school the
portraitist might say, “Hillsborough High School opened in the winter of 1994, starting
midway through the school year. It opened with only freshman and sophomore students
so that junior and seniors would not have to switch high schools near the end of their high
school careers.” Thus, information is conveyed, if important to the overall understanding
of what is really being sought in the study, but is done within the narrative.
Like a good novel, portraitures make generous use of descriptive terms to help form
an image in the mind of the reader. Note the difference between “I pulled up to the school
and went into the office,” and “About a half hour before the first bell rang and students
would converge like ants in the rectangular parking lot in front of the school, I pulled into a
side lot that had large signs indicating the lot was reserved for staff and visitors. The lot
had recently been repaved and the parking lines were white and crisp.”
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Anthropologist Geertz (1973) described writing of this nature as “thick description,”
a notion from Gilbert Ryle (p. 6). The detailed language is intended to help bring the reader
into the room or setting being described. Obviously, portraitists have to be attentive to
details and to determine which will add to understanding and which would be more of a
distraction. Like most writing, much of what is originally noted and recorded often has to
be left out of the final report.
Lawrence‐Lightfoot and Davis (1997) addressed the need to limit what is told,
“There is never a single story—many could be told. What gets left out is often as important
as what gets included; the blank spaces and silences also shape the form of the story”
(p. 12).
There is another reason that material needs to be left unreported. In the final
analysis, portraitists seek to tell a story, or perhaps better said, to report one interpretation
of a person or organization or situation. Much that could be said needs to be left unsaid.
Research Process
Before beginning my site visit I was in conversation with the senior pastor of Hyde
Park United Methodist Church, Dr. James Harnish, about my research plans and he
expressed full support to provide whatever he could to make my experience fruitful for me
and for his church as well. He said he looked forward to hearing another perspective on
the church and its ministry.
I spent eight days in Tampa in October 2010. I met with the senior pastor, two of his
associates, and several staff members. I interviewed twelve members of the church. I sat
in on several church events such as staff meetings, classes, committee meetings, and
planning sessions.
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I kept some of my time open during my stay so that I could be available for
spontaneous invitations for conversations, meals, or participation or observation of
something.
In terms of content and structure of my interviews, I began them with open‐ended
questions after describing my interest in exploring something of the culture and nature of
the church, its leaders and members, and its programs that help lead and direct persons to
become radical followers of Jesus and in so doing to find their lives transformed. I
anticipated that some persons might need more prodding or directing to get at the subject
of conversion and transformation and what about the church or their faith experiences has
helped them and what seems to be helpful to others. For the most part, I found that I did
not need to prod very much; most persons spoke freely and easily about their experiences.
In a pilot study I conducted before this research study, I shared ahead of time with
the pastor a list of ten questions. However, I found in my interview with him I only needed
to give him “permission” to share and an occasional refocusing question and the rest took
care of itself. Because of this experience, I became hesitant to develop a list of questions for
my interviews because I saw how they could be a distraction. I also think to design a
structure of a series of questions to answer brings a formality and form to the process that
does not support the natural flow of a conversation. Nor does it support the need to
respond contemporaneously with insights and epiphanies that surface for me or the person
being interviewed.
I recorded each of my interviews and had them transcribed. I provided consent
forms to each person I interviewed explaining my study and how I might use information
from the interview. I also provided a separate photo consent form. These were signed by
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all the persons I interviewed. Samples of these forms are included in the appendix of this
dissertation.
Ethical Considerations
The primary ethical issue in this study was confidentiality of information. I told the
persons I interviewed that anything they said might be used in my report unless at the time
we agreed I would not use it. However, I told them that following an interview, if from my
perspective something that was shared was of a sensitive nature, I might choose not to
include it. There are some elements of interviews that I did decide were personal but the
omission of these elements did not materially affect my report or conclusions.
Another possible ethical issue I considered was providing proper resources for
anyone who in the course of sharing their experiences with me had an emotional reaction
triggered that might call for special care or follow‐up. As it turned out, this did not happen.
I did invite most participants to feel free to follow‐up our conversation with the senior
pastor if they so desired.
After My Study
Following my study I examined the transcriptions of my interviews and wrote a
narrative in the style of portraiture that takes the reader along my journey and reports
what I saw and heard that I think is part of the tapestry of the church’s life and culture. My
report is not like a diary, recording the chronology of my experiences. Instead, it includes
elements of interviews, conversations, and observations as well as demographic and
historical data on the church presented in a narrative that by the end not only describes the
church and some of its leaders and members but also gives an interpretation of how all
these things together help form Christian disciples.
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Chapter IV: Findings
Introducing Hyde Park
Hyde Park United Methodist Church sits just a few blocks south of the University of
Tampa in a mixed residential and business neighborhood that includes medical and law
offices nestled among single‐family homes. It would be easy to miss the church if you were
not looking for it though it is composed of six fairly large and modern buildings and, if the
dirt and paved parking areas are included, occupies more than three‐square blocks. Years
ago the entrance to the sanctuary was immediately off West Platt Street, a major
thoroughfare through Hyde Park but in 2003 as part of a new facility master plan that
included remodeling the sanctuary, the old entrance was closed off. The direction of the
sanctuary was reversed so that worshippers are guided to enter and exit by way of a
central courtyard that has plenty of room and nooks and crannies to stand and visit or to sit
on a bench for a few minutes before rushing off. The courtyard also leads to most of the
other church buildings – the Church Office, the Activities Center, the Wesley Center housing
children’s classrooms, and Knox Hall where the chapel, adult classrooms, and rehearsal
rooms for two choirs along with a small bookstore and coffee center can be found.
Only a building built a few years ago used for youth ministries is separated from this
common courtyard where worshippers can be dropped off along a circular driveway
highlighted by a four‐tiered water fountain made of ceramic earth‐tone materials matching
the look of most of the buildings.
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Figure 4.1 Welcoming Fountain Near Courtyard
Appropriately on Sunday mornings when the courtyard becomes a hub of activity
and commotion, visitors can get directions and help from Connecting Point, a built‐in
information center under a large red awning staffed by volunteers who are part of the
church’s hospitality ministry.
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Figure 4.2 Information Corner for Visitors
History
Hyde Park United Methodist Church, or Hyde Park as most members say when
speaking of the church, has a long history in Tampa having been founded right at the
beginning of the 1900s. Back then most Methodists who lived in the Hyde Park
neighborhood where the present church is went to what is remembered as “old First
Church” that was across the Hillsborough River. To get to First Church, which was also
Methodist, from Hyde Park you could take a streetcar, which was frowned upon as
inappropriate for Sunday travel, or you walked. Either way you had to cross the river by a
drawbridge, that frequently became stuck open for an hour or more and left those on
streetcar and foot stranded on one side or the other.
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Children’s Sunday school was a high priority for many parents in South Tampa and
parents in Hyde Park often got their children all ready for a morning or entire day at church
and then found themselves returning home without ever getting there because the
drawbridge was stuck in the up position. When the Hyde Park population surged in 1898
as 50,000 soldiers fighting the American‐Spanish War were housed in the community,
enough momentum developed to start a Sunday school program in their own
neighborhood. A group of neighbors met to see what they could do and before long they
started a Sunday school in a little two‐room red schoolhouse that is just across the street
from the current church property.
Methodist clergy in those days were often traveling preachers who moved from
church to church preaching where they could and there was a need, meaning enough
interested people. Several traveling preachers started including Hyde Park in their rounds,
preaching to parents and teachers of Sunday school children but their availability was
irregular so the adults still made their way to First Church for worship services. As the
Hyde Park Sunday school program grew, it caught the attention of the Methodist
Conference and a pastor was sent to preach every Sunday. The church was officially
chartered in 1899 with 27 members and by 1907, a building costing $24,000 had been
completed.
Today the church has over 2000 members and its buildings are worth several
million dollars. Like many institutions that are over 100 years old, the church’s
development was not all‐smooth sailing. The church suffered during the Depression with
reduced giving and inability to expand. In the 1930s, Rev. Thompson went on the attack in
his preaching against gamblers and other questionable characters of Tampa’s underworld.
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He was threatened with retribution. His response was, “They know where to find me. I’ll
be sitting on the parsonage porch, smoking my cigar.”
The church grew relatively steadily after the Depression and particularly in the two
decades following WWII. But in the 1970s, similar to most other United Methodist
congregations (the Methodists joined with two other denominations in 1968 and became
The United Methodist Church) and other mainline denominations, it began to experience a
tapering off of membership and worship attendance and as the years went by a slow but
persistent decline became the norm.
Dr. James A. Harnish, Senior Pastor
The last senior pastor of the church before the current appointment of Rev. Jim
Harnish left in 1992 due to health problems after a brief two‐year stint. In The United
Methodist Church, pastors are appointed by bishops and when the bishop of the Florida
Annual Conference contacted Jim one Monday evening and asked if he would meet with
him later than night, Jim knew it would be to ask him to move to a different appointment.
Jim did not want to begin serving a new congregation; his current church in Windermere,
Florida was one of the fastest growing in the state and Jim had been its founding pastor.
They had recently finished a major building program and were gearing up for another one.
When Jim heard that the bishop wanted him to go to Hyde Park, he felt even less
enthusiastic about moving to a new congregation. Hyde Park was a well‐known historic
Methodist church in Florida but it was in an inner core of one of the oldest cities in the
state, had not experienced growth for a number of years, and had about half the worship
attendance, budget, and staff as the congregation he was serving. From a worldly point of
view, it would not make much sense to accept this new appointment request. Yet Jim felt
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that someone beyond the bishop was nudging him to go to Hyde Park—the Spirit of God
was calling him. His answer to the request of the bishop to move to Hyde Park to become
the new senior pastor could center around issues such as salary, prestige, comfort, and
security or on being obedient to God, as he understood and heard it. He decided to follow
his sense that it was God’s idea for him to go to Hyde Park and whatever personal sacrifices
or inconveniences it might entail, following God’s leading was the right thing to do.
Following God’s leading and direction is a theme that surfaced repeatedly as I studied the
history of the church over the last nineteen years and from talking with members and staff
of the church.
My initial contact with Jim was by email and phone to plan for my visit. From my
first contact, Jim expressed a willingness to provide whatever assistance he could. He
arranged for nine interviews of individuals and couples over my eight‐day visit as well as
several lunch appointments. He invited me to participate in any meeting, class, or event
taking place during my visit including staff meetings and a meeting of the church’s
“Compass Team” that are normally closed meetings.
I arrived in Tampa around dinnertime on a Tuesday. I was picked up by a church
member who provided housing for most of my stay. While I was flying across the country
from Burbank, California Jim finalized an interview and appointment schedule that was
waiting for me when I arrived. My first appointment was with him on Wednesday morning
at 10 a.m.
I was about ten minutes late having missed a turn‐off of Bayshore Boulevard that
runs the length of Hillsborough Bay. The office entrance was well marked, modern, and
inviting. The receptionist, Stephanie, greeted me warmly and notified Jim of my arrival and
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he promptly came and got me and took me to his office that was bright with a window
looking out toward Knox Hall and another to a playground where younger nursery school
age children were playing.
Jim is in his early 60s with a fit frame, wears glasses, and has a receding hairline. His
dress was casual but classy—wool pants with a contrasting shirt and tie. He is tall and I
found him confident but not intimidating. As I watched him interact with staff and
members of the church throughout the week he seemed approachable and engaged with
people, sensitive to personal issues he was aware of such as a sick family member or an
adult child out of work. I did not see many children or youth interact with him but other
than Sunday morning there were not many times they were around.
Jim and I shared stories of ministry and our experiences leading churches in vastly
different areas of the country. He walked me around the office introducing me to a variety
of staff members – finance and clerical workers, program staff, facility and operational
employees and IT personnel. All were warm and stopped what they were doing to spend a
couple of minutes hearing Jim explain who I was and what I was seeking during my visit.
He then showed me around the various buildings and after nearly two full hours left me
with one of his three associate ministers, Matt Horan, for lunch. Jim was fully present
during this time, ignoring chimes from his computer indicating email had arrived and being
completely free of interruptions by phone calls or staff or members sticking their head in to
talk. My hunch is that Jim gives this same kind of intense attention and presence to many
others and is one of the reasons he is well loved by congregation members and respected
by his staff. Not once during my visit did I hear anyone make a direct or backhanded
criticism about Jim or his ministry.
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Rev. Matthew P. Horan, Associate Pastor
Rev. Matt Horan is in his late twenties or early thirties and has been at the church a
little over three years. I felt like I already knew Matt before I met him from watching a
video that was posted on the church website that was a playful parody of a professional
sportscaster conducting a post‐sermon interview of Matt following a Sunday service. Done
in the framework of an interview of a key player in a game, the interviewer asks Matt about
the Sunday service and reflects with him on how he saved the day when a child that was
being baptized almost slipped from the senior pastor’s grip, what Matt called “a fumble on
the exchange.” In the video Matt says that in baptisms he remembers the fundamentals of
conducting baptisms—two hands on the baby at all times; take the baby: show, tuck, and
baptize. The video was used in a worship service and is reflective of the playful aspect of
contemporary worship that can teach content and help persons get to know the pastors as
real people rather than institutional figureheads who are always somber and act in
expected official manners.
Matt described his role in the church as primarily responsible for hospitality
ministries, what he referred to as taking care of people “from the street to their seat.”
Hospitality at Hyde Park starts before visitors even arrive at the church. From the church’s
website visitors can pre‐plan their visit by completing an on‐line questionnaire about their
interests, needs for their children or teenagers, and which worship service they would like
to attend. Persons who complete this questionnaire and arrange for their fist visit ahead of
time are then met by a guest connector who guides them to the sanctuary or children’s
classrooms as indicated earlier by the visitor as something of interest. Following worship
the guest connector walks the visitors to the church’s bookstore and coffee bar where a
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free drink awaits them. Following the visit, the guest connector contacts the visitors by
phone or email to be a continuing resource if the visitors express continued interest. If the
visitors return for worship or other events over a period, they are invited and encouraged
to attend the Pastor’s Coffee that is held once every four to six weeks. The Pastor’s Coffee is
the gateway to further exploration of what developing as a Christian entails and what
church membership means in terms of profession of faith and commitment to a number of
disciplines.
Matt oversees a network of volunteers that oversee some aspect of hospitality from
parking lot attendants and greeters outside the sanctuary to those who follow up on
visitors. The intent is to be available to make visitors feel welcome and to have first‐hand
contact with a number of people. The pre‐planned visits are relatively rare; only one or
two complete the questionnaire a month while the number of first‐time visitors average 10
‐ 15 per Sunday. Matt expressed that his team knows some people wish to be anonymous
in their visits and sometimes prefer to attend worship services indefinitely without being
known. The church wants persons who wish to remain anonymous to feel welcomed and
not pressured to join the church. However, the norm for those seeking to enter the life of
the church is not anonymity but encouragement to become increasingly invested in
understanding and living out what it means to be a discipleship of Jesus Christ and a
member of His church. Once a person attends a Pastor’s Coffee, the staff responsibility for
them shifts to Justin LaRosa.
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Figure 4.3 Justin LaRosa
Justin J. LaRosa, Director of Discipleship Ministries
Justin’s official title is Director of Discipleship Ministries. In this role, he is
responsible for helping new members and others in the congregation find their path within
the church. The initial point of contact with Justin often occurs when persons interested in
pursuing church membership attend a Pastor’s Coffee. Held every few weeks on Sunday
mornings, these are primarily informational gatherings intended to introduce the nature of
Christian life as a United Methodist and to introduce the more extensive six‐week course
that explores this life more extensively.
A Pastor’s Coffee was held on the Sunday I visited Hyde Park. About 14 persons sat
in a large circle on comfortable chairs. True to its name, coffee was served along with some
pastries. Each person introduced himself or herself and described what they were seeking.
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Jim and Justin took turns highlighting some of the unique aspects of the United Methodist
church compared to other denominations and explained some of the assumptions and
priorities of Hyde Park in terms of the nature of discipleship.
Hyde Park adopted an understanding of its mission as “Making God’s Love Real.”
Out of this understanding, the church’s literature and verbal descriptions of the nature of
discipleship and church membership is that each member of the church has a responsibility
to demonstrate God’s love to others. Thus, membership requires a commitment to a
number of individual practices such as prayer, scripture reading, and financial generosity
as well community practices such as worship attendance, gift‐based service, and small
group involvement.
Jim pointed out that the six‐week course does more than just create a more
educated new member. It brings people together in a small group experience from the very
beginning and sets the stage for understanding church membership not as an achievement
one reaches at the end of the class but the beginning of a long‐term orientation of small
group involvement and service. Based on the number of people I saw in some service
capacity all the way from helping prepare breakfast on Sunday mornings for anyone in the
community seeking a free hot breakfast to staffing the Connecting Point, clearly a culture of
membership has developed that understands membership as a responsibility rather than a
privilege or status. Justin told me he often says that membership benefits end the day a
person joins the church; once persons become members their privileged status concludes
and they are expected to serve rather than be served.
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Sundays
On Sunday morning I arrived at the church in time to join several staff members at
7:45 a.m. for their final review of plans for the worship services and other events taking
place that morning. Present in addition to the pastors and directors of music were Martha
Chamberlain, a staff person in charge of Church Operations and Communications, and Lee
Bell, a volunteer who was serving that day as the “Campus Director.” Lee passed out
business‐sized cards to the staff listing “Today’s Emergency Contacts.” In additional to
Lee’s cell phone number was the name and number of a “First Responder,” someone who
could respond to a medical emergency to help assess the situation and provide support and
direction if additional resources were needed.
Jim led the meeting that was generally casual but to the point. It lasted about
twenty minutes and everyone seemed relatively relaxed, though Matt who was one of the
preachers that day left immediately as the meeting ended to put some final touches on his
sermon.
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Figure 4.4 Sunday Morning Final Review of Plans
Hyde Park has four worship services each Sunday morning— a chapel communion
service, a traditional service and two contemporary services. Each service deals with a
similar theme for the day and is centered around a common scripture but beyond that the
services are vastly different. The pastors rotate preaching in all the services with two of
the three preaching pastors preaching each Sunday. During the Sunday I was there, Jim
preached at the chaple communion service and Matt preached for the other three services.
The staff generally wears large name tags not only on Sunday morning morning but
throughout the week. At first I thought it was to identify themselves as staff members but I
realized on Sunday that the name tags church members wear are identical.
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Figure 4.5 Church Member Name Tags
My hunch is that the staff are encouraged or required to wear name tags as often as
they can to be welcoming to persons who do not know them and as a way of
communicating to the larger congregation that wearing name tags is an important part of
hospitality. If the senior pastor wears a name tag instead of assuming that everyone will
know who he is, it encouages others to do the same even if they are long‐time members of
the church.
The chapel communion service begins at 8:30 a.m. and is held in the small chapel.
Holy Communion if offered every Sunday. An organist played traditional church hymns as
well as a traditional predule and postlude and a soloist sung an offertory and during
Communion. Also at 8:30 a.m., a contemporary worship service takes place in the
sanctuary. The sanctuary seats “600 if persons were cheek to cheek,” as Jim describes it.
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Both of these services had under a hundred in attendence the week I was there, a number
which I was told was common.
I attended the chapel communion service. Those in attendance included many older
members, couples and singles, likely many of them widows. But noticable was the number
of younger singles, including many men. I saw more men in all the worship services I
attended, alone or as part of a couple, than I am used to in the congregations I have served.
Even though the service was traditional, I saw only two or three jackets on men.
The service with the highest attendance is the 9:30 a.m. contempary worship held in
the sanctuary. When I arrived a lively band and several vocalists with a backup choir were
leading an opening period of singing. Overhead screens were used to project the words of
songs.

Figure 4.6 Opening Moments of Contemporary Worship (view from the balcony)
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The sanctuary felt full even though the reported attendance was just in the high
300s. Ushers were guiding people to available seats well into the first fifteen minutes of
the service. Though there were people of all ages, the majority of those in attendance
seemed to be in their 30s and 40s. While much of the content of the service was similar to
the later traditional worship, the delivery of the content was markedly different—the style
of music and casual dress of musicians, the conversational nature in which the message
was presented, and by use of a video presentation and an interview with a church member
during the message.
The interview was about how the member had been invited to the church, initially
to join a Spanish class, and how through acts of hospitality she developed increasing
interest in the church and connection with its members and ministries. A member of the
hospitality team who served as a tour guide spoke about hospitality ministry and invited
people to get futher information about how to help serve in hospitiality ministry. She
introduced a guest who was with her. Even though some of the presententation struck me
as more institution‐serving rather than seeking to deliver the message from the scripture
text for the day regardless of affiliation or involvement with the church, the service
elements supported one another and gave something concrete for the attendees to do
rather than just affirm a good idea in principle.
Matt was the preacher for contemporary worship on the Sunday I attended and he
came across as present, authentic, passionate, and personal. He wore a casual long‐sleved
shirt with a couple of top buttons unbuttoned. He used humor and seemed like a normal
guy who was talking with a small group of people about some aspect of Christianity. He
preached using a music stand for his notes rather than the pulpit, a choice that brought him
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physically closer to the congregation. His message was evangelical in nature, defining the
Good News of Jesus Christ as being that God would step into the world, through Christ, to
save us, to rescue us, with the goal of restoration of the world.
The service had good energy that was first evident from the musicians, then from
the congregation as the sanctuary filled up, and finally from Matt as he preached.
The 11 a.m. traditional worship is held in the sanctuary, which like the
contemporary service had an attendance of over 300. Choir members wore robes and sang
an anthem and other music during the service. The clergy also donned robes and were
dressed more formally than for contemporary worship, i.e. top shirt buttons were closed
and a tie was added. The sermon was essentially the same as in the contemporary service
though Matt was now behind a pulpit and wore a clergy robe. He was assisted by another
associate pastor who also was robbed. I didn’t stay for the whole service because I wanted
to sit‐in on the Pastor’s Coffee taking place at the same time.
The first event each Sunday morning is a full breakfast served at no cost in the
fellowship hall. It is a part of a broader ministry called Open Arms that was begun in 2004
to help serve the homeless and disenfrancised and marginalized in the Hyde Park area. The
community of Hyde Park has many wealthy homes and high‐end condominiums but also a
high number of low‐income and homeless residents.
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Figure 4.7 Community Free Breakfast on Sunday Morning
Outreach Ministries
The church places a strong emphasis on missions and community outreach and the
Sunday breakfast is just one avenue, though a valuable one as approximately 150 meals are
service each week. Additional ministries include sending mission teams to Cuba, South
Africa, and Nicaragua; The Sparrow Fund that provides for emergency assistance to pay for
rent, utilities, food, and medical assistance; volunteer tutors that offer reading help and
encouragement to elementary students; a Disaster Relief team that stands ready to respond
during hurricane season, and work with Metropolitan Ministries. When I commented to
one staff person on the high number of men I noticed in worship, much higher than I am
used to in congregations I have served, she reported that men often first get involved in the
church by doing something; serving in some capacity in something that seems important
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hooks them. In the process of serving, they get to know others and many eventually
develop an interest and hunger for small group involvement and worship.
Rev. Vicki R. Walker, Minister of Missions and Outreach
Rev. Vicki Walker oversees the church’s outreach ministries. Vicki is an ordained
Deacon in the United Methodist Church. Deacons are those called to a servant ministry of
word and service. A deacon’s ministry connects worship to service to God in the world.

Figure 4.8 Rev. Vicki Walker, Director of Outreach, and a Volunteer
One afternoon during my visit, I was picked up for lunch and a tour of Metropolitan
Ministries by its Chief Executive Officer, Morris Hintzman. Morris is an ordained United
Methodist minister appointed to this ministry to the greater Tampa area. We enjoyed a
boxed lunch in a small conference room next to his office. The lunch was made by
employees of Metropolitan Ministries for purchase by the business community as a way of
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supporting the work of Metropolitan Ministries, providing jobs, and to provide an
upgraded lunch than one typically gets from a boxed lunch from a fried‐chicken restaurant.
Morris took me on a tour that lasted well over an hour. Metropolitan Ministries has a large
Thanksgiving and Christmas toy and food give‐away program that exceeds anything I have
seen before in size and scope. Approximately 7,000 families are served in the Holiday
Center for both holidays. A massive tent structure had been erected to provide areas for
families to register for assistance, food and toys to be dropped off, organized, and
distributed, and for volunteers and financial supporters to oversee the operation during its
days of operation.
As impressive as the Holiday Center was, it is only one small part of Metropolitan
Ministries. Over several blocks of property I walked through buildings that housed job
training programs, assistance intake and counseling, preschools and afterschool programs,
temporary housing, and huge kitchens and dining rooms to serve residents and others
needing food. Metropolitan Ministries served over 500,000 non‐holiday meals last year.
Hyde Park members are actively engaged with the ministry of Metropolitan
Ministries helping as volunteers in many different capacities. In the month after my visit,
more than 450 church members signed up for a “Church‐wide Day of Service” helping
organize and distribute food.
Congregation Care
As much as focusing on serving others is a high priority at Hyde Park, the church
also has placed significant resources into caring for others. Overseeing caring ministries is
Rev. Bernie Lieving, Jr. Bernie’s official title is “Congregation Care Pastor. Bernie, a retired
Army Chaplain, came to Hyde Park 16 years ago after serving in the Army for more than 27
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years. He has functioned in several different capacities during this time including as
Executive Pastor. His job now is to guide the aspect of ministry related to one aspect of the
church’s mission: “We care for one another in Christian love.”

Figure 4.9 Rev. Bernie Lieving, Jr.
Rev. Bernie Lieving, Jr., Congregational Care Pastor
Bernie, age 72, is a person with considerable energy and a contagious smile. He
seems to love his work, loves the people he serves, and enjoys working with Jim and the
other clergy staff. He told me how there is some reluctance to acknowledge a need for help
that is part of an old South Tampa culture—a culture that values taking care of problems
yourself. But he says that culture has changed somewhat over the years and many more
people are reaching out for help when they experience difficulties. Besides coordinating
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the church’s general pastoral care including visits to members in the hospital and
homebound members, Bernie also oversees programs of fellowship for older members
such as one group called “The Quad L’s: the Living, Learning, Laughing, and Loving Group.”
He also guides several support groups. Bernie shared that he personally is getting help
from one support group as his wife was recently diagnosed with early onset Alzheimer’s
Disease. Bernie’s openness in sharing with me and with the congregation his own
vulnerabiliteis and needs strikes me as one of the reasons Hyde Park is a strong community.
Jim and Cecelia Ferman

Figure 4.10 Jim and Cecelia Ferman
The first couple I interviewed were Jim and Cecelia Ferman. They are long‐term
members of the church, having first attended in 1968. Jim explained what was most
important to them as they started seeking out a church after they had gotten married and
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had two children early in their life—a good nursery. He told me, “We didn’t audition
preachers. We auditioned a wonderful nursery attendant who was the epitome of a
wonderful southern African American lady who took our child—our children and clutched
them to her bossom, and we found the church.” Cecelia confirmed that they didn’t care so
much who the preacher was or what he sounded like. She said, “I’ll find a message. I want
my baby to be happy.”
They described how the church ended up suiting them well, helping them navigate
their early years of marriage and supporting them to grow in what Jim called “an ark of
growth.” He said it wasn’t always in one direction and it involved sereral different pastors,
brand of theologies, and images of mission in the community. But overall he said the
church has served them very well and they have developed many personal friendships
through the church, including several of the pastors.
Jim described the experience of a lay person in the church when ministers leave and
a new one comes. He described how many times they were very happy with a pastor and
then it was announced the pastor was moving to a new congregation and for awhile they
thought no one could possibly replace the pastor who was leaving. Then the new guy
would come and he would not be the same but after awhile they began to enjoy the
wonderful qualities of their new pastor.
They spoke very highly of Jim and how after an initial difficult couple of years when
Jim first came, the church has grown considerably and become much more inviting,
welcoming, and embracive under his leadership. Cecelia said she loves the change she has
seen and remarked how they didn’t need to go to another church to see things change;
change came to them.
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When I asked them what role the church has played in their faith development they
told me that were both brought up in what she called “a situation of faith.” They dated in
their later years of college and only went to church less than a dozen times in two years.
Cecelia said they were not revolting against anything about the church as much as it was
just nice to sleep in on Sunday morning or do something else. They attended a Methodist
related college but during chapel services on Wednesdays they skipped chapel and went
together for coffee and read the newspaper.
When they sought out a church for their children, Jim said he appreciated how he
felt accepted and nurtured at Hyde Park, “It took me where I came in. It didn’t denounce
me or fuss at me because I wasn’t futher along.” Jim explained how he volunteered one
time to do something familiar and comfortable to him and the minister who was overseeing
that area of ministry told him he was “too in the box” and needed to experience some
spiritual growth. Jim was afraid this meant sitting around with people being forced to
share his personal thoughts and was hesitant to agree. Yet he found the approach of the
pastor to be invitational and eventually he found himself experiencing things that did lead
to spiritual growth for him.
I asked the Fermans how their faith has helped them in their lives. They shared that
they had had some rought spots in their marriage and their minister was the first person
they turned to for help. They also shared how their daughter in a college application essay
in response to a question about who had influenced her life named a man in the church
who had regularly asked her about her grades when she was in high school and encouraged
her to do well.
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The Fermans are solidly established at Hyde Park. They have both served in a
number of key leadership positions and expressed great love for the church, the pastors
and other staff, and their deep connection with other church members. In terms of faith
development, the church has been a place of nourishment and played a key role in shaping
them. I don’t think they would say they had any one moment of conversion but a series of
transformative experiences, some through dealing with hardship and loss.
Lyn Lashley

Figure 4.11 Lyn Lashley
Lyn Lashley is one of the lay leaders of the church. Though she described herself as
shy and somewhat retiring, I found her to be very articulate about her faith and her role in
the church.
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She came to the church about ten years ago when she and her husband moved to the
Tampa area to be close to their daughter who was recently divorced and had two little girls.
Her daughter was going to Hyde Park because her children liked the Sunday school. Her
daughter wasn’t sure about the church and had written, “Mother, it’s the strangest service
and the music is so different.” However, a month later her daughter wrote again expressing
how much she liked the church and that the main reason was the contemporary service.
When Lyn and her husband arrived, they went to the contemporary service and
loved both the music and the number of young adults who attended. Later they shifted to
the 11 a.m. service because her husband became ill and the early service was hard to get to
in time. Their daughter eventually remarried and moved to Hawaii but Lyn and her
husband chose to stay in Tampa. They became active on the Seniors Council. Lyn said the
seniors in the congregation were the ones who really welcomed them.
Lyn told an interesting story about how she became one of two lay leaders in the
church. Her story revealed her spiritual orientation. She told me after her husband had
died several years ago she was praying and asking God what God wanted her to do. Jim
called and said he wanted to come talk to her about a job in the church. When he got there
she told him, “You don’t even have tell me what it is because I asked God to tell me what he
wanted me to do and I believe he sent you. So if you want me to take the garbage out on
Tuesdays and Thursdays, I’m yours.” She said Jim started laughing and said he didn’t think
it was going to be that easy.”
Lyn described herself as a “people person” and claimed her ministry was talking to
different people around the church and trying to be a bridge between members of the
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church and staff. She doesn’t see herself as “good” as the last person in her position but
professed her belief that God picks different people at different times.
In terms of conversion experiences, she first indicated there was no particular
moment when she became a Christian. She grew up attending church with her mother who
was very active. Lyn believes the Bible suggests that Christ wants us organize churches
and serve others through them.
Lyn hasn’t led an easy or tragedy‐free life. Her first husband come home one day
from work, said he did not want to be a husband or father anymore, and left. Just as when
the Ferman’s had personal difficulties, Lyn talked first to her minister about her husband’s
abandonment. She also has had breast cancer and several medical emergencies. All
through these, she felt her faith helped her.
She told me a powerful story of her belief that God reached out to her at one her
lowest moments. One night when she realized that her husband wasn’t going to return and
that he might have kidnapped her children and taken them to a foreign country, she broke
down and began to cry, something she had seldom done because she is tall and had been
told from childhood that she was “too big to cry.” She could not quit crying, slumped down
on the floor in the corner of her bedroom, and called out, “God help me, because I can’t help
myself. She said a few moments later in the midst of her tears she felt someone putting
their arms around her and when she opened her eyes her she saw that it was her neighbor,
Pauline, from down the street.
Pauline told her this is what happened to her: She was at her sink washing dishes
and she heard Lyn’s voice calling her name. She heard it not once, not twice, but three
times. Lyn sounded like she was in distress. So Pauline dried her hands, came across the
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street, knocked at the front door and nobody answered so she went through the gate to the
back of the house. Lyn had glass sliding doors and they were locked. Pauline looked
around and saw a child’s shovel in the sandbox; she put the shovel under the door and
began to work it out until the lever opened and she got in to Lyn.
Lyn exhibited a strong confidence in God’s presence and leading and seemed to fear
nothing. She loves her church. When I asked her what she would say was her mission in
life she responded, “Just to keep doing what God wants me to do.”
Karen and Steve Crawford

Figure 4.12 Karen and Steve Crawford
Karen and Steve Crawford have been members of Hyde Park for 26 years. They
were invited to attend a Sunday school class by the people they bought their house from; in
fact, it was literally a condition required by the sellers for them to close on the house!
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Karen described the church at the time as the place to be in South Tampa. When I asked
how that was played out, Steve said it was a “coat and tie, dress up for Sunday, make sure
you’re out by noon, so you can get to the local country club.” They reported that the church
has changed drastically from that image.
Steve credited both Jim and the Holy Spirit for the changes that have taken place in
the church over the years. He feels that the level of faith in the church has increased
dramatically. Before Jim’s arrival, they described the church as relatively static and as a
“traditional, white, upper‐class South Tampa” congregation.
Steve told a story Jim shared in a book he wrote about some of his experiences in the
congregation. At Jim’s introduction meeting with the committee in the church charged with
supporting and providing direction to the pastor, the chairperson of the committee asked
Jim what he thought Jim should do initially. Jim responded that he saw his job as to stand
on the street corner with a ram’s horn, blow it, and get people in. The chair’s response was,
“Well, we just don’t want anyone attending this church!” Steve said he remembers seeing
Jim’s face at that moment and thinking to himself, “I’m gonna like this guy.”
Karen pointed out that if you went further back in the church’s history—like 50 or
60 years ago—there were many times when it was a very progressive church. She said she
has heard stories from older members of things the church has done bringing in different
people. Between that time and the present time there had been many church fights over
the desirability of bringing in African‐American and Asian members to the point of arguing
over what bathrooms they should use.
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When they first arrived, Karen said it did not seem there were many small groups
other than Sunday school and not that many opportunities were offered to serve. Now she
feels that there is an abundance of both.
Steve described their experiences of the church as children—Karen came from a
Baptist tradition and therefore went to church almost every day of the week. Steve also
grew up in a church. Steve is a criminal defense attorney and his interest in finding
convincing evidence to support claims has influenced his faith journey and development.
He was not comfortable in the Baptist church with its emphasis on emotions and
unquestioning acceptance of doctrine. He feels that his faith has grown at Hyde Park as his
cognitive understanding of Christian belief and his own faith deepened, as nurtured in
worship, Sunday school, and small groups. Paradoxically, as his cognitive understanding
increased, he was increasingly able to accept the guiding force of the Holy Spirit in his life,
allowing the Holy Spirit to help him make decisions and to lead him into service. He did not
experience any “road to Damascus” moment in his faith journey, describing it instead as a
continually evolving experience.
Though Steve emphasized the importance he places on an intellectual
understanding of faith, at the same time he acknowledged, “I accept the fact that I am a
sinner. I accept the fact that I need to be born again, that I need to repent and all that.”
Steve then addressed how he felt God met him on his terms, which was critical in getting
through: “Once He did, I recognized who He really was, and that He was willing to do that.
He was willing to wrestle with me, and that’s what did it for me.”
Karen described her faith as something that has been very natural for her. Speaking
of the difference between her and Steve she said, “I don’t have to study it as deeply as he
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does.” She spoke about how Methodist are sometimes accused of being wishy‐washy but
she doesn’t think that is a fair assessment. “I think it’s just that we allow people to question
things and to really explore it, and try to figure it out, and come to their own: ‘How is the
Bible speaking to me?’” When I asked her what at Hyde Park had helped her in the
development of her faith, she responded that worship was where she met God. Karen and
Steve attend the traditional worship service, not preferring the contemporary service, but
they are glad the church offers both options.
Karen and Steve both expressed the opinion that worship was an important
entryway into the church but that a deepening of faith and nurturing is important that
takes place primarily through small groups where people can truly connect. From the
connection and deepening of faith from within these small groups, the natural pathway is
to get involved in service. Steve described it this way: “That’s when you then equip the
saints and kick ‘em out the door to go out and win converts, serve the poor, and do all those
things we’re called to do.” Steve cautioned that he has seen some small groups becoming
ends of themselves, what one person called “cul‐de‐sacs.” He said some people take Bible
studies with the same people year after year and do not get anywhere from there.
As analytical as Steve tended to be in his answers to my questions, when I asked him
why he was as engaged in the church as he was his answer was more emotional and
revealed his vulnerable side. He described how his profession as a criminal defense lawyer
required him to deal with a lot of pain. He said with the look of someone who has seen
much, “Standing next to young African‐American males going to prison for 20 years is a
painful experience.”
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Steve said his faith has helped him deal with this pain. I asked Steve how this was so
and he said it has helped put it in context, “It helps me help them and their families
understand there’s still hope in other ways, there are still people that love ‘em and care for
them.”
His faith has also helped him with some difficulties with their two kids, who are now
22 and 20, and has helped him understand who he is, what he is, and what he wants to be.
Steve said that he and Karen are educated and are used to “fixing things” and they
discovered with their kids they could not fix certain problems or situations. Their faith
helped them to adjust and deal with that.
Steve and Karen denied having any “conversion moment” that radically transformed
how they lived. Instead, they describe their faith development as a gradual development.
Their life has not been bump free but when I interviewed them I sensed their faith has been
build on solid ground, has enabled them to navigate through difficulties, and has
increasingly led them to invest themselves in connecting and serving others.
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Vic and Lee Leavengood

Figure 4.13 Vic and Lee Leavengood
Vic and Lee Leavengood struck me throughout our conversation has supportive,
embracing, and understanding, or as Lee put it, positive. Both in their 80s, they were very
expressive and had a wonderful countenance. They have been at the church only since Jim
became the senior pastor.
After describing my various interests in talking with them, Lee declared that she
feels that she is a radical but the church tolerates her. When I asked her what she meant by
that she said that she felt like she has her own faith and religion that are probably different
from many people at the church. Yet, the church is a place where she can grow. Vic added
that they were part of a Sunday school class that was composed of people who have very
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different views on matters and yet they all remain friends. Vic and Lee value the class and
these friendships highly.
Vic described the various services and classes the church has and his since that the
church has something for everyone. He credits this to the diversity in the staff and their
differing gifts. He believes Matt makes young people in the church feel very comfortable
and values the music directors and musicians in the church that attract visitors.
Vic and Lee both grew up as Methodists. When I asked them if they had ever felt like
they had a life‐transforming, spiritual experience, they both indicated they had not. Vic
said, “I’ve never had God speak to me but that doesn’t bother me. This church is willing to
let you say, ‘ I’m on a journey in Christianity and you’re on a journey in Christianity. You
may be behind me, or you may be in front of me on the great educational problem of life,
and it probably never ends.” Lee concurred saying that our journey in seeking and learning
doesn’t end.
The Levengoods’ shared that they have gone through serious surgeries and deaths
of loved ones but they have handled them. Vic was had a hematoma removed from his
brain and as he was being rolled into surgery the surgeon told Lee that his chances of
survival were 50/50. Lee said, “Friends, family, and our faith whatever it is, got us through
all of this.
I asked if either of them practiced spiritual disciplines like Bible reading, prayer,
meditation, or the labyrinth and Vic responded that he has read more of the Bible since
joining Hyde Park than during the first 50 years of his life.
Lee and Vic were very affirming of Jim’s leadership, especially how he supports
young ministers who work with him to develop their own gifts, and he gives them
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significant responsibility and does not try to run everything himself. They believe, as
importantly, Jim has developed lay leaders and the administrative structure of the church
to the point that if something happened to him, such as he was killed in an automobile
accident, the church will “click right along.” Though this might sound like Jim was not a
critical part of the church, it was offered as an affirmation that Jim’s leadership was such
that the church was not dependent on him for its future growth and development.
My interview with the Leavengoods was long and we discussed many things not
directly related to my research interest. On Sunday morning, a couple of days after my
interview, Lee approached me and pleaded with me to come and speak to their class so that
I could talk to others in the church and so they could meet me. Though I declined because
their class met during the contemporary service that I wanted to attend, I knew I had
already developed two good friends.
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Linda Brown

Figure 4.14 Linda Brown
Linda Brown grew up in a Baptist church in the city where I currently live—
Glendale, California. Her mother was very accepting of church teachings but her father was
very questioning; he had not been a Christian when they met and married. So she grew up
in an environment where one person was a very faithful believer and the other was a new
believer who questioned everything. When Linda went to college, she brought with her
some of the questions that had surfaced for her in her studies such as that there were
explanations for all the so‐called miracles in the Bible. Her mother was unmoved by her
new‐found discoveries.
Linda married straight out of college and her husband was in the Air Force so they
traveled around a lot. Initially they found a church wherever they were stationed but over
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time, they stopped going to church. They divorced after 15 years of marriage and in
looking back, Linda believes one of the contributing causes was the loss of connectedness
the church had provided them—a connectedness to others but beyond that, to something
outside of themselves. This took place during the Vietnam War years and she believes they
became too confident in their own abilities and did not need or trust in God.
When Linda met her current husband, he was not a Christian and so she delayed
marriage until he started going to church with her. They have been married for 26 years
and he attributes his coming to faith to Linda.
Linda started coming to Hyde Park when she was assigned to the Tampa area as part
of the Air Force and her husband was stationed somewhere else at the time. She was
enthralled with the small group offerings and the intense study of the Bible through the
Discipleship Bible Study courses. When her husband was assigned to Tampa also, he too
became very active in small Bible study groups and they both felt very welcomed.
Linda told me she had not ever felt like she has had a life‐transforming religious or
spiritual experience and does not think she is even sure what that concept means. She told
me about going through a course using a series called The Transformed Life and she said
she has concluded she has yet to go through a transforming experience. I asked her if it
might have happened already when she went through her divorce when she realized she
could not live her life separated from God. [Linda spoke to me several days after this
interview and told me she had given great thought to this point and thanked me for helping
her to realize that she had gone through a significant life transformation.]
In the interview, she went into some detail about the pain of her divorce because
her husband had left her and to this day, she does not know why. She was very alone for
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some time, even hesitant to tell anyone that he had left, still assuming that he would come
back. It was during this time that she realized how separated she was from God. Since it
had been so long since she had attended church, given thought about God, or prayed, she
felt unworthy to even pray until she was back on track with God.
Linda expressed some concern about what would happen to the church when Jim
leaves and an associate minister, Bernie, retires. She sees Jim as a phenomenal preacher
and speaker and will be very hard to replace. At the same time, she realizes that if the
church keeps their eye on the point of why they are the church and what their calling is, it
will not matter who is the pastor. She said Jim has been preparing the church that
eventually he will not be with them. She quoted a piece from John Steinbeck’s East of Eden
where the Hebrew term timsheli is used that has to do with making a choice between good
and evil. When the time approaches that Jim leaves or retires, the church has a choice to
fail because it has put all its eggs in Jim Harnish’s basket or it can continue. She believes
the congregation has chosen continued life and developing in such a way that it is not
dependent on Jim for its future. She is aware of many strong lay leaders “who have their
stuff together spiritually and take charge of new programs and emphases.” She is hopeful
about the church’s future.
My time with Linda was rich for me and, based on her later comments to me, for her
as well. Like others I already interviewed, she has experienced many difficulties in life. She
experienced some of the worse experiences when she was separated from God and the
church. She is determined she will never let that happen again.
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Monica Evjen

Figure 4.15 Monica Evjen
Monica Evjen is a relative newcomer to Hyde Park having only joined within the last
couple of years. However, she is well ingrained into the life of the church and is very clear
why she is at the church and where she is on her faith journey.
Unlike many of the previous persons I interviewed, Monica did not grow up in the
church and until recently thought that the church was just not for her; she thought that
what Christians believed was extreme and that most people Christians tended to do
whatever they were told.
In August of 2009, Monica had become very anxious as she attempted to control
every thing in her life. She is married and has two young children. One Saturday when she
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had reached a low point her husband said to her, “You know, you’re not in control. You
can’t control everything. The only person who is in control is God and you’ve got to realize
that.” She initially was angry and frustrated by his remarks but she also felt a sense of
reassurance and hope. If he was right, she could give up some of her control and live a
more peaceful life.
They live down the street from the church and had friends who had come here. The
next day they came to worship and Jim was preaching about grace, prevenient grace. She
said Jim’s message was that God loves us first and we do not need to look for God. We just
have to open our eyes and realize He’s always been there. She felt a huge sense of relief
and letting go. She said it was so uncomfortable and comfortable at the same time. Tears
started to flow that would not stop. After the service Jim was in the courtyard, she walked
up to him, and he could see that she had been crying and he put his arms around her and
said, “Now tell me your name and make sure that I can connect with you again.”
Monica said she walked home and the feeling just continued and from that moment
on, she realized that God really is a part of her and always with her. Therefore, she does
not need to control everything.
The experience she had that day make a tremendous mark on her and she has been
different ever since. Her friends have noticed a difference in her and have been asking her
what happened. Her husband noticed the difference.
Monica and her two children were baptized at Hyde Park sometime later after
Monica had gone through some classes. Yet, when I asked her to tell me about her
experience of being baptized, she told me she believed she was really baptized that first

117
Sunday she attended church and felt God’s love. She said, “I just felt like I had—God filled
me up that day.”
Monica’s story was the best story I have ever heard to illustrate my many attempts
with theological language to describe what she personally experienced. I have taught many
times that God is the primary actor in the drama we play out in baptism, not the person
being baptized or family members or the clergy officiating. She realizes that. I have taught
that baptism is a kind of washing, bathing, of being made clean by God and all the crud that
has separated us from each other is washed away. She realizes that.
Monica described from personal experience lessons she has learned that, as I
listened, I know I have tried to teach these same lessons in sermons. Yet, for Monica, the
lessons were not so much learned and understood intellectually but spiritually. She told
me about something she had heard in a class at the church – that there is a God shaped hole
in your heart and nothing can fill it except God. She said, “When you try to control things
and make your husband fill that or your kids or your job or your whatever, whatever you
like to do, you’re never going to be fulfilled. You’ll never going to be satisfied because that
hole is only for God.”
I asked Monica if she volunteered at the church, wanting to see if she had
progressed from her spiritual experience to small groups and then service as Steve
Crawford had suggested was an important progression. Monica replied that she has served
as a greeter and tutored some kids at the church but wanted to make more of a difference.
She has found that sharing her story and living a different life and having people ask her
what has caused the changes in her has opened up many opportunities to share. She sees
this as her way of serving now and I concur. She told about a leadership meeting at the
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church that was intended to help people identify their spiritual gifts and each person had to
rank five things. She ranked evangelism at the top and she was the only one in a group of
20 that had done so. At first, she was embarrassed but then she realized that evangelism is
what she is supposed to do.
Monica also spoke about her prayer life. She had never prayed before her
experience in worship and now she finds herself praying all day long. She described many
of her prayers as “simple conversations with God.”
Monica’s self‐confidence has grown tremendously in the last year. She said she
hardly spoke at all in groups—it made her anxious. She hated even having to say her name
and where she was from. Now she is able to talk about personal things to others, including
being able to tell me her story, whom she had not met until a few minutes before.
I wish I could have packed up Monica and taken her home to have her speak in my
church and help me form small groups. I found her full of joy and peace, humble yet
powerful in that humbleness. She has been transformed by the love and grace of God and
has now become a messenger of that same love and grace.
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Leslie Specter

Figure 4.16 Leslie Specter
Leslie told me right off the bat that she believes true conversion is “actually making
Jesus a part of the fabric of your life.” She went on to explain how someone in a small group
she is part of witnessed a driver in front of him accidently hit a bicyclist. He stopped and
assisted the bicyclist and the driver and everybody seemed to be okay all the bicycle was
totaled. After the incident, on his way home, he said a prayer and it came to him that it was
only then that he thought to pray rather than immediately, or at least as soon as any
emergency needs were met. Leslie said in her small group they discussed “ultimate
conversion” means practicing what we claim all the time, in every circumstance. She
admitted that as much as she tries to she catches herself. She told me about an encounter
with her grown daughter the week before that was tense and words were exchanged,
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nothing mean but, in reflection, Leslie noticed that she had not prayed during the
encounter and could have handled it differently.
Leslie was raised a Catholic, wavered in college, and then married a Protestant but
they did not practice their faith or attend any church. When their daughter was born and
Leslie expressed an interest in going back to the a Catholic church, her husband told her if
she wanted to that was fine but he had no interest and did not believe in it. She too
struggled with some of the beliefs of Catholicism. With the encouragement of a fellow
teacher who was Episcopalian, she was confirmed in that tradition and taught Sunday
school for a period. Later, when she and her husband moved to Florida she searched for a
church that fit but never found one.
After 21 years of marriage, she and her husband divorced. She began to search for a
church again, recognizing there was a void that she had always felt but had done nothing
about it. I asked Leslie to explain that void and she told me it was gratitude. She said, “I felt
there was always a God, and I felt grateful for everything I had been given, I felt grateful to
be born in America, to be born white, to be born—all the gifts I’ve been given.”
She explained coming to Hyde Park and Jim was preaching a series called “The Me
Addiction.” She liked that. She also liked that the church had small groups through which
you could meet other people and enrich your faith. By joining a small group, you created a
community of people who knew you. Your group also tied you into a network so you could
hear about things in the church such as something planned for the homeless. She joined a
Disciple Bible Study group and bonded with her group members.
She spoke at some length of the comfortable conditions she has experienced since
her childhood and how life with her first husband was marked by buying new and better
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things all the time: a new Mercedes, a new Jet Ski. So many of these things would just sit
somewhere and never be used. Her faith today leads her to give back and she described
her present husband as generous financially and by volunteering, what she called “a Christ‐
like life.”
I asked Leslie what the most radical thing she had done based on her convictions
and she replied that it was “narrowing my path with whom I’m friendly.” She explained
that she was not unfriendly to anyone but she came to see that the values of some groups
she had been associated with were not consistent with her beliefs and values. They lived a
more “worldly lifestyle” that she no longer desired. So she has become much more
attentive to who she spends time with—people that she admires, people who she feels live
their faith. She said this has not always been easy and her choices have caused some
friends to drop her but she has felt like this is the right thing to do.
Part of what undergirds Leslie’s passion and deep commitment to spending her time
intentionally and in integrity with her professed beliefs is the result of the death of a close
friend who Leslie believed lived a very Christ‐life life. For a variety of reasons, some of
which are confidential and personal, this woman’s death led to Leslie deciding she was no
longer going to live a hypocritical life and that she would seek out people who she felt lived
their faith.
Leslie told me the end of my interview that she had a bad cold, was not feeling well,
and almost canceled our appointment. Yet I found her to have great clarity of convictions
and to be able to easily articulate how her faith was a catalyst in a transformation from a
life focused on material goods to one deeply committed to living Christ‐like.
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Glenn Simpson
Glenn Simpson, a 61‐year‐old married man, came to the church about 13 years ago.
He and his wife had been long‐time members of the Presbyterian Church in town that was
stable at the time but they never felt was the right fit for them. They have been active in
one church or another their entire lives but never found one that grabbed them until Hyde
Park. They were initially attracted to the church when his wife saw an ad in the paper that
Belinda Womack, a local jazz singer, sang at the contemporary service. Once they got there,
from the first day they felt they had found the right fit.
When I asked what made it a “right fit,” Glenn described how in previous churches
the minister was indispensible and everything went through him as the leader of the
church. At Hyde Park, Glenn sees very broad‐based leadership and Jim as dispensable. The
membership is encouraged to be in ministry rather than simply attending worship to be
entertained by the staff. Like so many others I interviewed before him, Glenn emphasized
the importance of small group ministry. He and his wife are in a group that meets every
Wednesday night and they have been part of the group for two and a half years. They also
teach a Sunday morning adult class, which makes another small group for them. The class
is called “The Open Door” and is for people who do not want to have to prepare for a class.
The class discusses the sermon and enables participants to discuss the passage for each
Sunday and delve deeper into it.
Glenn feels the church is very biblically oriented. He thinks the clergy are politically
diverse and the membership not only politically diverse but racially and in terms of sexual
orientation. He sees this diversity as creating a healthy amalgamation.
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As active in the church and articulate about his faith as he is now, Glenn was not
always that way. When he was younger, the church was more of a social outlet, a club.
Glenn experiences Hyde Park as a place to serve. What really transformed him was going
on three mission trips to Nicaragua.
I asked Glenn if he would say his conversion happened since he came to Hyde Park
and he said, “Yes, oh, no question. Yeah.” I asked him if he had a Paul‐type conversion, a
clear moment, a day, that God spoke to him and he said no—it was a gradual evolution. He
said he and his wife used to see religion as an intellectual thing and could never understand
people who found it to be emotional. Now they are beginning to understand the emotional
side. He said, “When I’d go to Nicaragua we would have devotions in the morning,
devotions in evening and of course do our service work, it’s incredibly emotional.” He
reports the mission trips are like a booster shot of spiritual adrenaline: “It’s something that
you just experience, you feel, and I think the same is true for God’s grace. I feel that more
than I ever did, and what I find, too, is that the more you get involved in the church, the
more you get out of it. He said the mission experience in Nicaragua is like a well, “You dip
out cups of God’s grace, you give them to people, and the more you dip out, the more it fills
up. It is an unending supply.
I experienced Glenn as a straight‐talker who has changed significantly from earlier
years. He is deeply committed to his church, he is acutely aware of his own need to
experience God’s love and grace, and he is fully engaged in sharing that with others locally
and beyond.
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Martha Chamberlain
Martha is the church’s director of Church Operations and Communications. She
joined the staff in 2007 but came to the church about ten years before that. She was single
at the time and attending another church. She had a teenage son who kept complaining
that going to church was boring and she found little to counter his arguments. Like other
members, she was attracted to the church when she heard that Belinda Womack was
singing. She knew her from nightclubs as an entertainer and thought the church must be
different if they had someone like her helping lead a worship service. She and her son
decided to try the service one Sunday and the rest is history, as the saying goes.
The story of her deciding to accept an offer of employment at the church reveals
something of the nature of the church and the way members have been transformed by
being a part of it. In her case, it was the extent she was willing to go to make significant
changes in her life to be part of the staff.
Martha had a career in marketing and communications and her commute ranged
from 45 ‐ 90 minutes each way, depending on traffic. She wanted to be more active at the
church but found weekday or evening meetings very difficult to attend. She started seeking
a job that would be closer to the church and during her search a position at the church
opened and Jim invited her to fill it. She said, “It was not really my career plan. I was in
marketing and communications, but I had earlier been a journalist. But it suddenly became
very clear that this was the path that God had chosen for me.” To take the job meant about
a 50% pay cut but it felt right so she accepted. She said, “But when things fell in place in the
way they did, I had been offered a job for twice as much money at a very respected firm
that I’d worked hard to get the interview and the contacts. And I just did not want it, and I
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couldn’t explain that to myself other then in prayer. So when this happened, I feel very
strongly that this is where God wanted me to be. So, that makes any difficulty adjusting and
any financial sacrifice a very different matter. I feel like this was God’s choice for me.”
Martha said she has never had a Paul‐like conversion experience. She said,
“No, not for me. I mean there are moments in my journey where I felt God’s
presence very, very strongly or I physically felt his arms around me when I needed
him. There are moments that I remember, but it wasn’t from not believing to
believing. I think those are the times where I just felt lifted and nudged forward in a
way that communicated – “C’mon, let’s get going. I’m here with you.”
As I packed up my suitcase and started my trip home, I felt grateful for having been
part of such a stimulating environment for a week. I felt blessed to have spent the better
part of two days in one‐on‐one conversations with persons in which they shared such
personal details about their faith, struggles, and search to develop meaningful lives in
response to what they sense God is seeking from them. I felt full and satisfied that I had
gotten what I had come for. I also felt that I had brought something to the church and those
I interviewed by my interest, my questions, and the feedback I began to share with various
staff members before I left. On my way to the airport, my cab driver and I talked about
churches and what we liked about them. I told him about Hyde Park and what I had come
to do on my trip. He had not heard of the church but he told me about how he is different
as a driver because of his Christian beliefs and commitments. In spite of his apparent
austere resources and living conditions, he spoke with a high degree of contentment,
something that seemed sustained by his faith and church community. It would be
interesting to know more about his formative moments. However, before I could ask, we
arrived at Tampa International Airport and it was time for me to move on. Any further
conversations in Tampa would have to take place another time.
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Chapter V: Analysis and Interpretation of Data
Introduction
Hyde Park was a delight to visit. I enjoyed the generous acts of hospitality that were
extended to me and to be able to witness a congregation that is clearly drawing people into
Christian discipleship. Even though I was only at the church for a week, I believe that
between my observations from attending various events and my interviews and
conversations with church members and staff, I was able to get a good sense of the church
culture and the attributes of pastoral leadership that have influenced the development of
this culture. As well, I was able to gain an appreciation for the ways conversion and
transformation, as part of the larger process of salvation, have been experienced.
As I stated in my introduction, in preparing to study Hyde Park, I was aware that
during my field study I might discover the church was not effective in leading its members
to transformation. I found just the opposite to be true – the level of engagement I observed
from attendance at worship services to reported participation levels in service activities
such as holiday feeding programs and church mission trips was markedly strong. I also
expressed the possibility that my hoped‐for answers or insights would not be discernable
or evident from my study. While the study was never intended to be definitive, I do believe
it yielded valuable insights to the dynamics of conversion and transformation and how a
church creates an environment where both are nurtured.
I learned a lot in this study as a person, pastor, and scholar. I was challenged to
deepen my own level of commitment and obedience as a disciple of Jesus Christ. My
priorities and leadership approaches as a pastor were clarified and strengthened. As a
scholar I was able to bridge gaps between the academic understandings and articulation of
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conversion and transformation and the experiences of people in every day life and, in
particular, in seeking to grow in faithfulness and obedience as a follower of Christ.
The extraordinary stories shared in my interviews exceeded my expectations. The
method of using open‐ended questions was very useful and I was surprised at the level of
intimacy that I was able to reach with many of those I interviewed. My planned approach
successfully enabled me to hear members’ own voices. I heard many expressions of
formative moments when as a part of conversion or sanctification someone experienced a
new or renewed insight into themselves or a dimension of faith.
In the following pages, I will first report an analysis of my findings and then I will
compare and contrast what I discovered in my study with what I reviewed in my literature
review in Chapter Two. I will then offer my conclusions as I bring together all these things
and consider them in light of my research and professional interests.
Findings
The following are short summaries of my findings based primarily on my
interviews:
•

Without exception, all members were positive about the church, the staff, and
the role the church has played in the development of their faith. Those who
have been at the church for a number of years spoke favorably about the
changes and developments they have observed or been part of themselves.

•

The members came to the church initially for a variety of reasons. However,
for many of them a life‐crisis experience such as a recent separation or
divorce was the driving factor.
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•

Some members were searching for deeper meaning as they came to the
church and as they became involved and committed.

•

The primary factors that kept the members at the church were inspiring
worship, opportunities for service, and interaction with others. Members
have adopted an understanding of church life that means they are active in
worship, on‐going education, small groups, and service.

•

Only one person described a specific conversion experience. This was
Monica, who, after experiencing prolonged anxiety from trying to control her
world, came to church one Sunday and during the service experienced an
intense feeling of God’s grace that led her to trust God to direct her life.
Consequently, she felt she could give up trying to be in charge.

•

All other members denied having a conversion experience, did not think of
events in their life‐stories as conversion experiences, or were uncomfortable
in using the language of conversion to describe them. More common was
describing faith development as gradual and progressive.

•

The communal understanding of conversion at Hyde Park is theologically
more aligned with sanctification. Even though the United Methodist Church
historically places a strong emphasis on conversion, most of the members, all
of whom were very active in the church and most of them for a very long
time, did not claim a conversion experience.

•

Most of the members I interviewed seem cognizant of the contrast between
life outside of a Christian framework and commitment and a life committed
to formation and transformation as a Christian. Many members were able to
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see this contrast in their own life as it was before they developed a deep faith
and commitment and after they had done so.
•

Several members described experiences that were formative moments that
strengthened their Christian faith and practice. Based on the stories told to
me, these formative moments seem to be a critical element of continued
growth and transformation as a Christian.

•

Radical discipleship does not look one way. It is better understood as an
identity in Christ and a commitment to follow Christ’s directives as
understood from scripture and presently through the Holy Spirit.

The following are short summaries of my findings based primarily on my
observations, conversations with staff, and review of church documents:
•

The church understands its primary mission to form Christian disciples for
the transformation of the world.

•

The church has developed a thoughtful, systematic, and effective method for
forming Christian disciples.

•

The church has developed a culture that leads and supports many of its
members on life‐transforming journeys of faith.

•

In terms of what is strongly valued in the process of becoming a Christian
disciple, the members of the church identified the pastor(s), small groups,
hospitality, service opportunities, worship service options, the feeling of
acceptance, being challenged, friendships, help in defining values, pastoral
counseling, nursery care, and broad‐based leadership. As much as these and
various other aspects of the church were lifted up as important for
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transformation (sanctification) by various members, some form of small
group involvement was the predominant and most frequent factor as stated
directly by a member or as determined through analysis of the interviews.
•

The senior pastor in his nineteen‐year tenure at the church has developed
high expectations and standards for those seeking baptism, membership, and
leadership roles in the church and this has been accepted and resulted in
strong attendance, giving, and outreach and a high quality of leaders.

•

The church sends people out in mission. Human suffering and need is being
addressed and helping others is seen as a vital component of the church’s life.

Comparing and Contrasting
In this section, I will compare and contrast elements from the literature I reviewed
in Chapter Two. As well, I will compare my experience as a pastor with the conclusions I
reached from my interviews and observations at Hyde Park.
My research intent for this dissertation was twofold. I had a high interest in
considering how individuals experience conversion and transformation. Secondly, I was
interested in how a church can play a significant and helpful role in these processes.
In the introduction to this dissertation, I discussed Rambo’s (1993) argument that
evaluating someone’s claims of religious experiences and conversion is “methodologically
difficult.” In my research, I found claims of religious experiences to be clear, authentic, and
persuasive. I did not hear stories or claims that caused me to suspect they were not
authentic nor did I see or hear obvious inconsistencies between their stories and reports
and how I experienced them as individuals.
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In my pastoral experience, the subjects of religious experiences and formative
moments are avoided, as if these subjects are so personal that it is embarrassing and
uncomfortable to share them. Yet, in my interviews I found that persons were able to talk
about these with relative ease, needing only permission, encouragement, and occasional
directional questions from me.
In much of the literature on conversion, a critical emphasized element is that
conversion is initiated by God, not something that we can bring about or cause. As I began
my research, I tended to downplay or ignore this critical dimension of conversion. I sought
to understand what the church could do to help persons experience conversion and what a
person might do to move toward conversion. One of my discoveries from my research is
the recognition that conversion is initiated by God, not by the person experiencing
conversion. This is a critical understanding and change from many of the statements I
made in my literature review.
The church cannot lead persons to conversion because by definition conversion is a
spiritual experience and gift from God. Monica’s conversion experience happened in a
worship service but not one that was focused on conversion. The nature of her experience
supports the theological understanding that God initiates; we cannot calendar or cause the
conversion of others or even ourselves.
On the other hand, the necessary response for conversion to occur is also a critical
element of conversion. Monica indicated that the power of her experience in the worship
service when she believed she was baptized by God, outside of the formal ceremony of
baptism, was because of her receptivity to God’s offer of love. She said if she had come to a
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worship service a year earlier, she doubts she would have had the same experience
because she was not ready.
Her experience confirms the literature on conversion, especially as understood from
a Wesleyan perspective, such as expressed in Maddox (1994) and Cobb (1995), that though
conversion is initiated by God, a response is needed, i.e. awakening and repentance, in
order for it to result in conversion.
Rambo (1993) asserted that some form of crisis usually precedes conversion. I
stated in my literature review that based on my pastoral experience, I believed this was
overstated. I also questioned how commonly persons who came to the church due to a
recent crisis stayed once the crisis was over or held less meaning in the person’s life.
However, my interviews reflected a crisis was the reason many members came or returned
to the church. Four persons were led to the church or to strengthen their relationship with
God and the church during or shortly after experiencing a divorce. Two persons stated
marital problems as one of the reasons for being drawn to the church for assistance in
sorting out issues and getting clarity on their faith as it related to their marriage. Others
stated health problems that caused them to want to renew their relationship with God and
to strengthen their relationships with the pastor and church members.
According to literature, a second major time persons seek conversion is when they
are searching for greater meaning in their life. I mentioned Augustine, among others, who
as he matured realized that the things he thought would provide satisfaction in life, mainly
“things of the flesh,” proved to be unfulfilling over time and he sought something deeper,
something that would give his life more meaning. My interviews confirmed that this is an
important consideration for persons as they sought to become engaged in a faith
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community. They were not just seeking small group fellowship or thought‐provoking
sermons but to find ways to give themselves to something bigger than themselves. Rather
than seeking pleasure of the flesh or from material things, they sought to find meaning
through giving financially, their time, and talents to benefit others. The high level of
involvement by members of the church in the Sunday morning breakfast ministry, in the
community Metropolitan Ministries, and in foreign mission trips demonstrated the
importance of having a means of service as a fundamental aspect of the faith community’s
life. As I stated earlier, the large number of men involved in the church may be the result,
in part, of the opportunity to serve.
With one exception, none of the persons I interviewed could point to a particular
time when they were converted. This is consistent with the belief that faith often develops
slowly, progressively, and almost imperceptibly at the time. Cobb (1995), in describing this
phenomenon, said, “Although there must be a beginning to the Christian life, understood as
the coming to dominance of the power of love, it is not essential that this be a dramatic
event or one that can be singled out in the memory of the Christian” (p. 99).
The fact that so many of the persons I interviewed could not point to a time when
they were converted is interesting in light of the emphasis placed on conversion by the
founder of Methodism, John Wesley. This emphasis is carried on in early Methodist
literature and into the present day in worship liturgies. Theologically, the church’s position
is that human nature is such that we are lost until we respond to the grace of God,
awakening us to conversion and subsequently, transformation or sanctification. However,
the data from my interviews suggest that many, perhaps most current day United
Methodists, are aware of times when they have moved either away from God or toward
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God in their understanding, but do not see any one movement toward God as a “moment of
conversion.”
In my literature review I described the efforts to address the decline in church
membership and other measurements of vitality by using a leadership style referred to as
transactional (Heifetz, 1994) in which changes and improvements typically are simple
exchanges between the leader and a follower to address some actual or perceived problem.
In the church this could be illustrated by seeking to address membership and attendance
problems with solutions such as making sure the nursery is clean and well staffed. Though
these solutions may be helpful, as a well‐staffed nursery was for the Jim and Cecelia
Ferman when they first came to the church with young children, more critical is
transformational based leadership that addresses more systemic issues and seeks to
transform persons and, in so doing, the institution and surrounding culture.
I believe the success of Hyde Park is based in no small part on a transformation
leadership style embraced not only by the senior pastor but also by most other paid and
volunteer key leaders. The Director of Discipleship Ministries, Justin LaRosa, told me that
he tells those about to become members of Hyde Park that their church privileges end with
membership. The reserved parking spaces for visitors, the repeated extension of
hospitality gestures, and the special attention from the staff are geared heavily toward
those entering the life of faith and membership in the church. Once one becomes a
member, though continued effort will be made to support the new member on their
journey of faith, the expectation is that they will become servers and doers of the churches
ministries. This is an example of a culture of transformation that permeates almost all
aspects of Hyde Park. If you are to follow Christ, if you are to become a member of the
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church, the expectation is that you will think and act differently than before these
associations and commitments. Hyde Park pays attention to details that have been found
historically to be important in attracting new members and leading new members into
deeper levels of faith and service. However, I think what makes them most successful as a
place of transformation and entry and maturation into a Christian life is their
transformational leadership orientation that causes change in individuals and in this case,
the nature of the church. Moreover, because of these changes, the community around Hyde
Park has been changed. People are being fed, literally; lives are made whole; and the
church provides a sanctuary so those in the community who are “lost” in a variety of ways
can be found by God and, through love and nurture, be brought to health.
As a pastor, one of my research interests was to examine the leadership style of the
senior pastor at the church I studied. I found the leadership approach of Rev. Jim Harnish,
the senior pastor, to be strong yet collaborative. He is the primary leader of the church by
designated authority through his appointment by the bishop but more importantly, he has
clearly developed and earned authority and influence by his style of including others in key
leadership decisions. One later afternoon during my visit to the church I met with the
Compass Team, a group of about ten that meet periodically to consider emerging
developments and needs of the church. At the meeting I attended, they discussed possible
options in response to one of the worship services nearing capacity attendance levels for
the size of the sanctuary. I was impressed with the high caliber of men and women in the
room and was aware of how helpful the group must be in keeping the church focused on
the vision and direction the official bodies of the church have established. Even though in
my interviews and more casual conversations with members of the church there was clear
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acknowledgment of Jim as the leader, in reality Jim has recruited, nurtured, and equipped
many other persons in the church to serve in significant leadership capacities so that he
alone is not driving the development of the church.
Related to my earlier comments about transformational leadership, I believe there
are two more important observations about Jim’s leadership and effectiveness. The first is
that Jim has changed the culture of the church in his time as pastor. He has not just added
some programs. This is supported by the reports of several of the persons I interviewed
about the change of the church from the time Jim arrived nineteen years ago to the church
that Hyde Park is today. They described not just an increase in programming or a different
approach to preaching. They spoke of a cultural change from a church where one would go
before heading to the country club for lunch to one where most members were committed
to disciplines of generosity, study, service, and growth in faith. Though their reports may
be exaggerated, the consistency of their stories and the evidence of the current nature of
the church testify to substantive changes.
A second observation is that the length of Jim’s tenure at the church, nineteen years,
no doubt has been a factor in his ability to change the culture and to develop such a vital
congregation. Several members told me about his difficult early years when a sizable group
left the church because of his theology and vision for the church. I suspect there were
many more years when he still had to struggle to maintain the vision and bring onboard
others who shared it. As a pastor who is in my second year at a church and who has similar
visions for my church as I witnessed at Hyde Park, I am keenly aware that the church I saw
today is the result of significant effort and longevity of leadership. I cannot achieve in three
or four years what Jim has been able to develop in nineteen years.
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Conclusions
In the next few pages I want to name some limitations of my study and then
summarize my research intent and question, my findings, what might be of value to my
readers as well as me personally. Also, I will offer suggestions for further research.
First, there are some limitations of my research. I do not think they materially effect
my research or findings but they are things I observed or have recognized were left
unanswered. First, all the persons I interviewed were selected and asked by Jim to do so. I
joked Jim about halfway through my interview schedule that everybody was very positive
about him but perhaps that was because he handpicked who I interviewed. While I do not
think he picked persons based on how much they liked him or the church, I was aware that
my “sample” was composed of persons who were heavily involved in the life of the church
and whom Jim thought had interesting stories to tell about their faith and/or church
experience. A study of persons at a church like Hyde Park who do not find their needs met
or who feel excluded in one way or another might add interesting perspectives to the ones
that I heard. However, given that the intent of portraiture research is to seek to understand
what is working well, the fact that most of my interactions were limited to those who
thought highly of the church and who were intimately involved in a variety of leadership
capacities was appropriate and consistent with my research goals. I was not interested in
getting a so‐called “balanced view” of the church. I was interested in understanding what
was working effectively to help persons deepen their faith. Lawrence‐Lightfoot and Davis
(1997) emphasized portraiture’s focus on strengths rather than weaknesses of an
organization. While acknowledging that portraits are not designed to be “documents of
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idealization or celebration,” neither are they to fall into the common tradition in so much of
traditional research of documenting failure and searching for pathology (p. 9).
Another limitation is one of the unanswerable questions for me and is how much is
the growth and success of the church affected by the culture of Florida that is more church‐
friendly than California. I am not aware of many United Methodist churches like Hyde Park
in my area of California and wonder if some of the approaches that seem to be very
successful at a church in Florida just might not work in California. There is anecdotal
evidence to support an answer either way but certainly, from my study alone, this question
cannot be answered.
One additional limitation of my study was my limited time on site. For the purposes
of this dissertation, I think my time and number of interviews were adequate. Yet, I am
aware that when visiting some exciting new place it is easy to be taken in by a sense of its
magic and energy. Sometimes after several months experience when you know much more
than your initial impressions, you become aware that things are neither as simple nor
perfect as they first looked. This is the case in meeting someone who eventually becomes
your spouse. Courtship can be wonderful but a long‐term relationship will reveal
imperfections and complexities. A study of Hyde Park over a period of six months to a year
might yield additional perspectives that might differ from those I gained from a one‐week
visit.
My research intent was to gain a better understanding of the dynamics of
conversion and transformation and how a church can nurture the development of both. As
I have reported earlier, in the process of my research, both my literature review and my
field study, I have come to a much clearer understanding of the pathway of salvation, from
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awakening to conversion to repentance and regeneration and sanctification. I have known
all these steps from prior theological study and pastoral experience but it was not until
working through the various stages of this dissertation that I have come to appreciate the
critical relationship within each of these steps between God’s initiative and the need for
human response.
One interesting dynamic that surfaced was the tension between the theological
position of the necessity of conversion and the phenomenological evidence from my
interviews in which an awareness of conversion or claim of conversion was unusual. In a
number of interviews, when I asked persons if they were aware of a moment of conversion,
they adamantly answered no.
One factor that may be at work in the tension between my theology and my
participants’ responses may be because the word conversion is a loaded term for many and
is subject to various interpretations, many of them negative. This became immediately
evident when I was first designing my dissertation topic and process. When I reported to a
group of fellow students my plan to study conversion, there was pronounced negative
reaction. Several shared their perspective of conversion as what they had seen on
television when people were asked if they wanted to be saved and a large number of the
audience responded positively. Later in the television show, a narrator reported the
number of persons that were “saved” that day. Though I understand conversion to
encompass a much wider process and form, the negative image of conversion as being
emotionally driven, greatly influenced by peer pressure, and of a superficial nature is an
image that is hard to get around for many persons. Thus, it may have been that when I
asked members if they had had a conversion experience, they imagined such a negative
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image and were quick to deny it. Perhaps if I had asked persons if they could think of a
time when they felt particularly close to God and from that feeling of closeness responded
with a commitment to trust God to guide them rather than relying on their own self‐will,
many would have responded with stories affirming such times.
In my dissertation design, I sought to distinguish between conversion experiences
and transformational experiences. Based on my interviews and subsequent analysis, I
think attempting to make this distinction is not only methodologically difficult but also
theologically questionable. For some persons, such as Monica, a conversion experience is
distinct. However, it might be that more commonly, distinguishing between conversion
and transformation experiences or events is both difficult and unnecessary. This is not
simply because some persons lack the capacity to make such a distinction. I think it is
because the nature and process of salvation is not necessarily linear nor does it always fit
into the neat categories that we have designed in our attempt to frame it.
If I were to redesign my research approach, I would not attempt to name or
distinguish between conversional and transformational moments. Instead, I would name
experiences that had a profound effect on someone’s faith development as formative
moments. I think in my interviews if I had asked persons to describe formative moments in
their faith development, everyone could have named several and no one would have told
me that he or she did not have any.
I have also gained a better appreciation for it would mean to be a fully committed
follower of Christ or a radical or dissident disciple. Christian discipleship, wherever it leads
us, is founded on trust, trust in God to direct us and provide for us. It one fully trusts, then
where one is directed to go is almost immaterial. For one person God might lead them to
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service in Africa, to another to caring for an ill family member, to another to be a beacon of
hope and ethical thinking in his or her workplace. Radical discipleship is responding
faithfully and fully to Jesus’ invitation to “Come and follow me.”
To the academic community I believe the main contribution from my research is to
affirm the value of listening to persons’ lived experiences. Scholars can become so buried
in literature and theories that the simplicity and beauty of their topic can be lost in endless
nuances and qualifications. I learned as much about conversion and transformation from a
handful of interviews than years of academic study.
To my professional world as a pastor, I believe my main contribution has been
realizing the value of stories to help change not just one’s perspectives but also one’s heart.
As I sat with individuals for an hour or so and asked them a few simple questions, I gained a
better intellectual understanding about conversion and transformation but more critically,
I found several of my interviews to contain sacred moments that changed me in ways I will
identify next.
In my opening chapter, I made the following statement:
Thus in this research project I am not only interested in learning how to better lead
the church in a way that shepherds individual transformation but also how to open
and give myself over to whatever is necessary for my own transformation.
As a result of my study, especially as a result of the interviews, I have been touched
to be more trusting, more committed, more willing to be led by God and to go or do
whatever I believe God is seeking from me. As some of the stories were told in my
interviews, there were times when I felt that I was not nearly as committed or trusting as
the persons sharing their story. Yet, I am the so‐called professional in matters of faith.
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Another key value of my research that has value for my profession and well as
personally is the benefit of developing rigorous expectations and resources for those
wishing to move forward on their walk of faith. The primary professional change I have
made as a result of my study has been a commitment to changing the culture of the church
where I am appointed to asking and expecting more of those seeking baptism,
confirmation, membership and leadership positions. In the past all of these processes have
been offered with minimal expectations and little assistance to provide support, training,
and nurture to those undertaking these stages of faith and church involvement.
Finally, I would like to lift up a concept named by Lawrence‐Lightfoot and Davis
(1997). In this dissertation, I have attempted to emphasize the voice of my participants as I
constructed the story of my visit to Hyde Park. I have also brought my own voice into the
story to help give it shape and meaning. However, there is one more voice to add to the
story and that is the voice of my readers. As you have read my findings, you have brought
your own experiences, interpretations, and conclusions. The three voices working
together—participants, researcher, and readers—means my dissertation does not end with
its submittal but continues to develop and create meaning each time it is read.
Recommendations for Further Research
Any one study only provides a window to a much larger arena. Even at Hyde Park
there are so many more aspects that could be studied in depth – their worship services, the
administrative structure and how decisions are made, and in‐depth demographic studies of
the communities of Hyde Park and Tampa to see which populations are not being
effectively served and why not.
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Beyond looking at Hyde Park, further study could be undertaken with persons who
are active members of a church but are not able to identify a conversion moment. Could it
be that we have all had conversion moments but perhaps without someone questioning us
to pursue formative moments in our lives we do not recognize them as such?
I also think it would be interesting to conduct a study with those who have had
recognizable conversion experiences in a period of time not too long ago, such as five years,
and to compare their articulation of faith with those who have not had recognizable
experiences.
Another study might pick up on a question one of my dissertation readers posed
when he asked if a church like Hyde Park draws people who are already predisposed to
conversion and transformation. If that is the case, then it might explain the remarkable
level of commitment and engagement in ministry. This is a form of the riddle regarding
which comes first, the chicken or the egg? Is the church able to form persons to be more
committed than the average church member in America or does the church draw people
who are already predisposed to such commitment?
The study of conversion and transformation in people’s lives holds nearly endless
possibilities for further study. How many people have conversion experiences yet show
little change in behaviors or orientations? How frequently do persons see their conversion
process as something they initiate and control, similar to deciding to diet or change some
other undesirable behavior, compared to how many see it as something that was initiated
completely or largely outside of themselves?
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A separate study could be made of clergy alone and their experiences of conversion.
Do most clergy identify a particular moment of conversion or do most, like the majority of
members at Hyde Park, see their conversion as a gradual and progressive process?
These are just some possibilities for further study. There were many elements of
Hyde Park that aroused my curiosity yet were not consistent with my research goals for
this dissertation. Perhaps one day I will return and conduct further studies, including
following up on the persons I interviewed this time.
As a pastor I have been with many people in their final days and hours of life. A part
my experience is witnessing the dying person letting go of things that are not yet done. So
it is with a dissertation—at some point the writer has to draw to a close one study and
move on. So it will be with this research effort, except for a few closing pages regarding the
implications for leadership and change agents.
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Chapter VI: Implications for Leadership and Change
In this final chapter, I want to address the implications for leadership and change
based on my research and analysis and interpretation of findings. After all, this
dissertation is in a Ph.D. Leadership and Change program. The intent of this closing
chapter is not to review leadership and change literature but to suggest what I think some
implications are from my research for the study and practice of leadership. I also want to
identify ways that I have changed or will change because of my research.
One interest I had in my study was the role of the senior pastor in the church
examined. The reason for this interest was twofold. First, leadership studies make clear
the enormous influence the primary leader has on an organization and thus I wanted to be
attentive to the leadership style and dynamics of the primary leader of the church. Second,
I am a senior pastor and thus the primary leader of my congregation. So, my interest was
not just academic but also due to my desire to learn what I could from the leadership style
and dynamics of Jim Harnish and Hyde Park that I might incorporate into my own ministry
and leadership. In my one‐on‐one time with Jim and some of his associate ministers, I
spent as much time asking questions of professional interests as I did asking questions
related to my research interest.
In summary, I would offer the following half‐dozen attributes of Jim and his
leadership style that I think are worthy of emulating by other professional clergy leaders
and leaders of other organizations. None of these leadership attributes is a new idea or
concept. In fact, with most of them I will refer to a primary author in leadership literature
who has also identified the attribute or dynamic as important. Nevertheless, in terms of
leadership lessons, after all is said in done in a four‐year program and nearly a year’s work
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on this dissertation, these are the five or six things I think are most important. By most
important, I am referring to what I think is most important for helping lead members of my
congregation forward in their journeys of transformation and increasing commitment to
being a faithful disciple of Jesus Christ.
The first is that Jim was willing as the primary leader to do what Greenleaf (1977)
called “painting a dream” (p. 101). From Jim’s first appointment with the Staff‐Parish
Relations Committee when he told the chairperson he intended to go out “on the street
corner with a ram’s horn, blow it, and get people in,” Jim had a vision for what the church
ought to be doing. Leaders must have a vision. This does not mean that they will have a
blueprint on their first day with an organization. It does not mean that their initial vision is
the best one, the only possible one, or the right one. However, if leaders do not have a
vision, the organizations they lead will wander and be subject to whatever is currently
believed to be the hottest direction or what those with the loudest voices in the
organization demand.
Jim set a direction for the church when he first came and, in so doing, he lost a
number of members. I have imagined that if I had visited the church during his first couple
of years that I would not have heard such nearly universal testimony about how wonderful
he was. I am sure it was a difficult period for him personally and for the church as he began
defining the church differently than his predecessors and naturally, he experienced
significant resistance. Nevertheless, he apparently stayed on course and a majority and
critical core of the congregation began to follow him. His “painting a dream” continued
year after year, through a number of building programs, program development, and change
of the church culture and what it would mean to be the United Methodist Church in Tampa.
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As I am in the first couple of years of my ministry in a congregation, I am also
working at painting a dream and changing the culture. I have met some resistance and I
have been helped by knowing that not long ago a group wanted to throw Jim Harnish out
the door. If I don’t paint the dream, who will?
A second attribute of Jim’s leadership style was his emphasis on relationships.
DePree (1989) who called leadership an art, contended that relationships in organizations
count more than structure (p. 28). In my weeklong visit to Hyde Park, no one ever showed
me an organizational chart or spoke about how wonderful their administrative structure
was. I seldom heard about councils or committees though I know they exist and are an
important element of the church and its ability to organize and function. But, what people
lifted up about Jim was his relationship with them and when they talked about what was
important in the church they often described small groups where they had developed deep
friendships.
A person in charge of a large organization like a church cannot be a “people person”
at the expense of the administrative needs of the organization. I know that as a pastor. As
much as I enjoy spending time with people, there are things that need to be planned and
get done. Nevertheless, persons in organizations can tell if the leader has an interest in
them and appreciate even small efforts to connect with them. Even more importantly, the
development of deep relationships with members of an organization creates an ability to
work through difficult issues and to have a good understanding of each other. The painting
of the dream I named in my first attribute will only be a good painting in the long term if
there are strong relationships among members of the organization, and, in particular, with
the primary leader.
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A third attribute that I saw in Jim as a leader was that he had developed a high level
of trust with his constituents. As I mentioned earlier, the high level of trust members had
in Jim was demonstrated in their willingness to meet with me and speak so freely, largely
based on simply that fact that Jim had asked them to do so. Greenleaf (1977) asserted that
legitimacy begins with trust (p. 83). If leaders do not have the trust of their constituents or
followers, they will make little headway in any substantive development of the
organization.
I have learned in my ministry that trust is critical and though there is some measure
of trust given immediately to me in my role as an appointed pastor to the congregation,
deeper trust takes a number of years to develop. I have also learned that on the other hand,
it can be lost very quickly. Trust is not the same as agreement in all decisions, priorities,
and actions. However, the more persons trust me as their pastor and leader, the more they
are able to accept differences that we might have and the more they are willing to follow
when I am painting a dream of the future.
Looking at a different factor of leadership, I would like to lift up Jim’s style of
encouraging the church to be creative in its development. When Jim and others described
the history of the church’s development in his nineteen years there, I did not get a sense
that anyone knew where they would be way down the road at any one point. Instead, it
seemed Jim and the congregation led by doing what seemed right and consistent with their
values and mission at the time. They seemed to recognize that as much as planning was
necessary, that being open to new developments, insights, and directions was also
important. Wheatley (2005), in talking about leadership in uncertain times, contented that
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effective leaders pay more attention to moving forward based on emerging information,
developments, and clarity vision rather than focusing on the past (p. 43).
As I lead an organization that in some ways has been adrift for almost fifty years, the
style of leadership and operation of the church that used to work for the generation of
clergy before me is in many respects no longer functional. Moreover, clergy who are
younger than me are questioning many of my assumptions about what is important in
church life. Encouraging and supporting creative mindsets as leaders of congregations
today is a critical leadership attribute.
Closely related to a creative mindset is the importance of leaders seeing themselves
as life‐long learners. My interest in learning more is one of the reasons I applied to this
degree program. Vaill (1996), as he spoke about a world of “permanent white water,”
wrote about how life today in many organizations is like a continual ride down white water
rapids. He says white water conditions are messy, complex, full of surprises, and produce
novel problems, all similar to organizational life today for many organizations (pp. 10‐13).
If leaders are not willing to be in a learning mode all the time, assuming that they are never
fully prepared for what the next turn in the river might bring, they will not be able to keep
the raft afloat or will have their riders in a constant state of panic and fear.
Even though Jim and I each have more than thirty years experience in the ministry,
we both recognize that we must learn new skills and approaches to navigating the ships
that we serve as captains. Learning does not just come by taking continuing education
courses or keeping up on recent literature in our field. It is as much a disposition than a
transcript of courses completed. Learning comes by listening, by considering different
approaches, and by making sure enough, voices are being heard to broaden one’s horizons.
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The final leadership implication I would like to name from my research comes from
the fact that Jim has been in his position for 19 years. If he had left after five or six years, I
am convinced the church would not be where it is today. Tied into the attributes I have
named earlier, longevity allows one to build relationships, set a consistent direction, and
build upon earlier successes, as well as failures. I cannot speak for all institutions but I
know that when a pastor has led a congregation for more than a decade, they establish
themselves in ways that enable them to move their churches in ways that newer pastors
simply cannot do. I do not mean to say that every pastor who has led his or her
congregation for a long time is an effective change agent. Longevity can lead to stagnation.
But, when instead it is used to leverage the capital one has developed over the years to
move the church forward, to push congregants to ever‐deeper expressions of faith, and to
deepen one’s own understanding and manifestation of faith, then longevity is a powerful
asset.
I hope to stay at my congregation for at least 10 years so that I can leverage the
trust, relationships, and lessons I have learned from my ministry there in ways that will
make my congregants and me more faithful and radical disciples of Jesus Christ. In any
case, I hope to build upon the attributes I have identified to make whatever years I have at
the church effective ones as its primary leader.
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Appendix A: Informed Consent Form
PhD Research Study
Hyde Park United Methodist Church
Introduction and Description of Study
Rev. Wayne Walters has been a United Methodist pastor in the California‐Pacific Annual
Conference of the United Methodist Church for 30 years. He currently serves as senior
pastor of Burbank First United Methodist Church, a church of about 500 active members.
Rev. Walters is also a PhD student at Antioch University in a program on Leadership and
Change and is now conducting research for his dissertation. He is studying Hyde Park
United Methodist Church and its staff, members, constituents, and visitors in order to
better understand experiences of conversion and transformation and how the church helps
form Christian disciples.
His specific research question is, “How do churches that are growing and show vitality
create an environment that provides fertile ground for conversion and what do they do to
nurture and support these persons’ pilgrimages of transformation?”
This study will include his observations of the church, pastors, staff, programs, and church
documents relevant to assessing church growth, vitality and programs as well as data
acquired through interviews and less formal conversations and interactions with persons
associated with the church. Interviews will be recorded and transcribed for his use in
writing his dissertation. The senior pastor of Hyde Park UMC, Dr. James A. Harnish, has
given Rev. Walters permission to conduct this study and to have access to all aspects of the
church’s ministry and membership during his study (other than confidential financial
records).
Voluntary Nature of Participation
Participation in this study is strictly voluntary. Participants are free to decline to answer
any question or to withdraw their consent for participation in this study at any time.
Personal Benefit
Participants should not expect any personal benefit from participating in this project other
than knowing they might add to the knowledge base of steps pastors and churches can take
to develop a more intentional path of discipleship for church members leading to maturity
of Christian conversion. There is no financial remuneration for participating in this project.
Confidentiality
Though Rev. Walters will use discretion in deciding what to include in his dissertation,
unless a study participant requests to have Rev. Walters exclude something shared with
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him, all data from interviews and contacts with persons associated with the church might
be included in his dissertation including pictures and names of participants. A separate
photo consent form must be signed by interview participants in order for him to use your
picture. Your name will be used only if you grant permission on this consent form.
Dissertations are generally accessible to the public. Transcripts of interviews will not be
shared with anyone other than the direct participant and Antioch University faculty
working with Rev. Walters on this study though portions of the transcript might be
included in his dissertation. By agreeing to be interviewed, participants acknowledge and
grant permission for Rev. Walters to utilize anything said in the interview for his
dissertation. This permission can be withdrawn during the interview as well as following
the interview up to the time the dissertation is submitted for approval. Unless permission
is withdrawn, he retains the right to use all data for future scholarly use.
Educational Institution and Primary Investigator
The project is part of the curriculum of the Ph.D. Program in Leadership and Change at
Antioch University. The primary investigator or researcher for this study can be contacted
as follows:
Dr. Wayne B. Walters
First United Methodist Church of Burbank
700 N. Glenoaks Blvd.
Burbank, CA 91502
818‐845‐1531
wwalters@antioch.edu
Questions and Followup
All participants may contact the senior pastor, Dr. James A. Harnish, if at any time and for
any reason they have concerns, questions, or a need for follow‐up counseling or support
after participating in this study. He can be reached at jharnish@hydeparkumc.org or at the
church office at 813 253‐5388.
If you have any ethical questions or concerns about this project, please contact Dr. Lisa
Kreeger, Chair of the Institutional Review Board, Antioch University Ph.D in Leadership and
Change (lkreeger@antioch.edu, telephone: 937‐319‐6144).
Use of Name
Please indicate if you give Rev. Walters permission to use your name in his dissertation
(please initial one or the other):
______ I grant Rev. Walters permission use my name in his dissertation
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______ I do not wish to have my name used in Rev. Walters’ dissertation
Signatures and Copies
Two copies of this informed consent form are provided. Please sign both, indicating that
you have read, understood and agreed to participate in this research. One copy is for Rev.
Walters’ use and the other copy is for the participant.
Dr. Wayne Walters
Name of Researcher
__________________________________________________
Signature of Researcher
__________________________________________________
Date

__________________________________________________
Name of Participant (please print)
__________________________________________________
Signature of Participant
__________________________________________________
Date
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Appendix B: Photo Consent Form
PhD Research Study
Hyde Park United Methodist Church
Introduction and Description of Study
Rev. Wayne Walters has been a United Methodist pastor in the California‐Pacific Annual
Conference of the United Methodist Church for 30 years. He currently serves as senior
pastor of Burbank First United Methodist Church, a church of about 500 active members.
Rev. Walters is also a PhD student at Antioch University in a program on Leadership and
Change and is now conducting research for his dissertation. He is studying Hyde Park
United Methodist Church and its staff, members, constituents, and visitors in order to
better understand experiences of conversion and transformation and how the church helps
form Christian disciples.
Permission and Release
By signing this consent form, you grant permission for Rev. Walters to take your
photograph that he might use in his dissertation and release him from any legal liability for
doing so. You also grant permission for him to identify you by name. Rev. Walters retains
the right to use all his data, including this picture, for future scholarly use.
Educational Institution and Primary Investigator
The project is part of the curriculum of the Ph.D. Program in Leadership and Change at
Antioch University. The primary investigator or researcher for this study can be contacted
as follows:
Dr. Wayne B. Walters
First United Methodist Church of Burbank
700 N. Glenoaks Blvd.
Burbank, CA 91502
818‐845‐1531
wwalters@antioch.edu
Questions and Concerns
You may contact the senior pastor, Dr. James A. Harnish, if at any time and for any reason
you have questions or concerns about this study. He can be reached at
jharnish@hydeparkumc.org or at the church office at 813 253‐5388.
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If you have any ethical questions or concerns about this project, please contact Dr. Lisa
Kreeger, Chair of the Institutional Review Board, Antioch University Ph.D in Leadership and
Change (lkreeger@antioch.edu, telephone: 937‐319‐6144).
Signatures and Copies
Two copies of this informed consent form have been provided. Please sign both, indicating
that you have read and understood this consent form and agreed to have your picture
taken for use in this study. You also grant Rev. Walters permission to identify you by name.
One copy of this form is for Rev. Walters’ use and the other copy is for the participant.
Dr. Wayne Walters
Name of Researcher
__________________________________________________
Signature of Researcher
__________________________________________________
Date

__________________________________________________
Name of Participant (please print)
__________________________________________________
Signature of Participant
__________________________________________________
Date
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